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  A deadly storm...
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  Chapter One


  


  Wednesday


  


  Nevvie Kinsey-Paulson lay on the exam table and stared at the ultrasound screen where her ob-gyn, Dr. Fagen, had just highlighted two blurry shapes.


  I wish Tommy and Tyler were here. “Twins?” Nevvie asked again, for confirmation.


  I can’t have heard her right.


  She nodded. “Twins.”


  Crap.


  Tom’s sister, Karen Kinsey, sitting on one side of Nevvie, giggled.


  Dr. Fagen continued. “My guess is you’ll be due around January 20, based on what I’m seeing here and their measurements and level of development. That’s the best date I can give you since you don’t remember the exact date of your last period. With twins, however, it’s not uncommon for them to come early.”


  Karen continued to giggle. “Twins!”


  “This isn’t funny,” Nevvie said as she tried to absorb the news. So much had happened in the past couple of months. During their recent cross-country RV trip, Nevvie had reconnected with her adopted mother, Mary, and her two half brothers, Jacob and Kyle. She used the information when they returned home to find her birth parents, John and Kelly.


  Her family had grown. Unfortunately, she also found out upon their return that Alex LaRogue, the man who had almost killed her, had been released from prison on parole and was now at large.


  Which was why she was now hiding out in Savannah at Peggy’s, instead of at home with her men.


  I don’t know how much more I can take.


  “No, you’re right,” Karen agreed with a snort. “It’s not just funny. It’s hysterical.”


  “Karen, don’t pick on her,” Peggy Kinsey gently chastised. Peggy was actually Tom’s mom, but Nevvie and Tyler had long ago adopted her as their mom. “She’s already stressed out enough as it is.”


  Nevvie looked at Peggy and didn’t miss the pleased smile on her face.


  “Et tu, Mom?”


  “Well, it’s not like you’re giving birth to a litter of kittens or puppies, sugar. And twins do run in our family. Danny and Elle, for example. And two of my sisters had twins, as did a couple of my aunts. I’m surprised none of my brood were twins.”


  Still stunned by the news, Nevvie stared at the screen.


  “Nev, listen,” Peggy said. “You have Tommy and Tyler, and Andrew, and me, and your mom and dad and everyone else to help out. You don’t just have a village to help you with these babies. You’ve got half the damn Eastern Seaboard between Florida and Savannah who will pitch in.”


  Nevvie couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. Twins.


  Not one, but two babies she now had to protect from Alex LaRogue, in addition to her young sons, Mikey and Adam.


  “I need to go talk to Ben Jones,” Nevvie said. She’d meant to do it a few days earlier, but finding out she was pregnant had shoved the errand out of her mind. Then, with a houseful of guests and the Fourth of July holiday weekend, and concern about what the ob-gyn would say about her baby… Babies, she corrected herself, she hadn’t thought about it since.


  Peggy burst out laughing. “Ben Jones? Well, that’s sure one heck of a segue, hon.”


  She looked up at Peggy. “Can we go talk to him today? Do you think he’s home?” He was Peggy’s next-door neighbor. A widower, he wanted to move back up north to be near his family and had expressed interest in selling his house and property.


  Peggy’s brow furrowed. “Okay, I said this before and I’ll say it again. Don’t let your worry about Alex being out there somewhere on the loose drive you into making a rash decision. I’m happy to have you and the boys living with me. There’s plenty of room. I’d be happy with you living next door, too. If you want to buy a house up here, that’s fine. Just don’t buy the first thing you see because you’re afraid.”


  “Did I miss something?” Dr. Fagen asked.


  Karen spoke up so Nevvie didn’t have to. “Her ex was in jail for attacking her. They let him out on parole a couple of weeks ago, but he hasn’t checked in yet. There’s a new warrant out for his arrest because of it. Nevvie’s been talking about them moving up here permanently from Tampa. He’s not a nice guy.”


  “Ah.”


  Peggy chimed in. “We’ll contact Nevvie’s ob-gyn down in Tampa and have him send up her records. She’ll need a planned C-section due to complications when she had Mikey.”


  Nevvie turned back to the ultrasound screen and stared at it, letting Mom and Karen take over. All she wanted to do was focus on her babies.


  “Sounds like a plan,” Dr. Fagen said. “With twins, it increases the risk a little, so I’ll want to see you in here more frequently than you probably were used to with your first two pregnancies.”


  “Did I hurt them?” Nevvie asked. “I’ve had wine. And I took stuff for my headaches and upset stomach because I didn’t know I was pregnant.”


  “If it’ll put your mind at ease, we can run the full battery of tests,” Dr. Fagen said. “I seriously doubt a few glasses of wine and some ibuprofen hurt them, considering all the women I’ve seen over the years who did a lot worse during their pregnancies. You don’t smoke, you don’t do drugs, you’re in great health, and your vital signs are all normal. What might hurt your babies is you stressing yourself to death over them. I’d write you a prescription for relaxation if I could.”


  Nevvie spotted the doctor’s kind smile. Her other doctor had accepted her relationship with Tom and Tyler without hesitation or question. She liked that this doctor had also seemed unfazed by her nontraditional poly triad relationship. “Okay. Let’s do it. Everything.”


  “Let’s get you cleaned up. I’ll send my nurse in to get some blood work from you.”


  “What about an amnio?”


  Dr. Fagen shook her head. “Not this early. Not unless the blood work shows something. I’d rather wait a few weeks. I know it’s considered a routine procedure, but it’s still invasive.” She pushed a button and two snapshots of the screen slid out of the machine. She pulled them out and separated them before handing one to Nevvie. “One for your scrapbook, and one that I’ll put in your file for my reference,” she said.


  “Thank you.” Nevvie stared at the blurry picture while the doctor wiped the gel off Nevvie’s belly.


  “Go ahead and get dressed. And please don’t worry, all right?”


  “Okay.”


  The doctor left the room. Peggy and Karen looked over Nevvie’s shoulders at the printout. “Well, sugar. Let’s get you put back together. I can already see the wheels spinning in your head as you’re writing your mental to-do list.”


  That got a laugh from Nevvie. “I thought Tyler was our family mind reader.”


  “Yeah,” Karen said. “Ole Blue Eyes sure has a way about him.”


  “He gets it from his father,” Peggy said. Her smile was contagious.


  Nevvie threw her arms around Peggy and Karen. “I can’t believe how our family’s grown. Growing.”


  “Yeah,” Karen said. “And you’ll be growing right along with it. Good thing I’m not going formal for the bridesmaids’ dresses. We’d have to put you in a muumuu.”


  Nevvie playfully shoved her as Karen laughed.


  


  * * * *


  


  They had lunch out at their favorite cafe in downtown Savannah. Nevvie hadn’t called her men yet. In fact, she’d set her phone to silent and dropped it into the deepest recesses of her purse. She’d deal with them later. Tyler would immediately shift into worry mode. Tom would be over-the-moon happy, but unable to keep Tyler from driving her crazy with his hovering.


  All she wanted to do was eat lunch and go home. Well, home to Peggy’s house, although it did already feel like home.


  “Okay, Nevvie,” Peggy said. “Back to our earlier discussion.” She eyed Nevvie over the top of her glasses and pointed her salad fork at her as she talked. “We can go talk to Ben Jones today, sure. If he’s available, that is. But I really don’t want you committing to anything with him today, understand? Not only because I want you to make sure it’s what you really want, but you owe Tommy and Tyler a say in it.”


  “They’ve already told me it’s my decision, Mom. So that part’s okay.”


  “That’s fine, but we can go look around, too, you know.”


  “It doesn’t matter. We’d still have to move from the Tampa house regardless of whether we stayed there or moved here. Especially now. Just adding one baby already makes it too small. With twins, we still need a new house. There’s no room there to add on.” She would miss their house, but with all the recent events, her mind was made up.


  “That’s fine, sugar. I’m only asking that you don’t let your emotions get the better of you. There’s no rush. No emergency.”


  “And, by the way,” Nevvie said, directing her comments at Karen, “your wedding is in two months. I’m sooo not going to need a muumuu.”


  Karen giggled. “I wondered how long it’d take you to nail me on that one.”


  “All right, girls. Where are we on the wedding preparations, anyway?” The wedding would be held at Peggy’s house. They were renting a tent so it could happen rain or shine. Karen and her fiancé, Bill, were paying for everything despite Peggy offering to help out.


  “Despite my maid of honor yakking everything up the other day,” Karen teased, “we decided on a menu and a cake.”


  “Blame your nieces or nephews,” Nevvie countered. “It wasn’t the food, obviously.”


  “What’s the guest list look like?” Peggy asked.


  “Right around one hundred and fifty. And that’s keeping it at relatives and close friends.” Karen frowned. “Except Emily.”


  “Did you have to mention her today?” Peggy scolded. “There was no reason for that.”


  “Sorry, Momma. I’m still steamed at her. And then for her being a bitch to Nevvie in the grocery store like that…” She shook her head.


  “Well, I did sort of start it,” Nevvie said. “I could have turned my back on her and ignored her.” She let out a sigh. “I have to admit, though, it felt damn good getting it out. I don’t hate her anymore. I still don’t like her, probably never will like her, but if I ever run into her again, I doubt I’ll bitchslap her.”


  Peggy took a bite of her salad. “I’m just glad Andy was there to stop you.”


  The other two women looked at her, smiling.


  “What is up with you two?” Peggy asked.


  “Okay, Momma, spill it,” Karen said. “What’s going on with you two?”


  Peggy blushed a little. “I think I’m old enough to ask a man to move into my house if I want to, young lady.”


  “We know,” Nevvie said. “We just want a heads-up on planning your wedding.”


  Peggy’s face turned even redder. “That’s not the biggest concern on our plate right now.”


  “Momma’s living in sin,” Karen teased in a singsong voice. “Ooh, wouldn’t that make Emily’s head explode?”


  Nevvie snorted.


  “All right, you two,” Peggy admonished. “That’s about enough out of both of you.” She refolded her napkin in her lap. “Yes, Andy and I are…close. If the two of you aren’t old enough to figure out what adults who share a bedroom do behind closed doors, then you shouldn’t be getting married,” she said to Karen. “And you should have figured it out before you got pregnant with twins after having two other babies,” she said to Nevvie.


  Nevvie and Karen both laughed. “Sorry, Momma,” Karen said, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “We can’t help it. We’re just so happy for both of you.”


  Nevvie leaned in and kissed her other cheek. “You have no idea how happy we are. All of us.”


  Properly mollified, Peggy nodded. “Good. Now let’s finish our lunch and get home. Nevvie has phone calls to make to her men and to John and Kelly, and I’m sure Laurie will be over the moon at the news she’s going to be an aunt to twins.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie made the call to Tom and Tyler while riding home with Peggy. Tyler answered his cell. “Well, love? What’s the verdict?”


  “Um, can you put it on speaker and get Tommy?”


  His voice immediately changed to the worrisome tone she knew far too well. “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong, Ty. Just do it, please, so I don’t have to tell it twice.”


  “Right. Hold on.” A moment later, she heard Tom in the background, then the sound changed as Tyler activated speakerphone mode. “All right, love. We’re listening.”


  “Are you at the house?”


  “Yes,” Tom said. “Now what did the doctor say?”


  “I really like Dr. Fagen,” Nevvie started. “She’s very nice and didn’t give me any problems when I told her about the three of us.”


  “That’s great, Nevvie,” Tyler said, “but what about the baby?”


  “She said everything looks great.” She caught the smirk on Peggy’s face and plunged forward. “She did an ultrasound. She told me they look fine.”


  There was silence on the other end of the line. When she checked, the call hadn’t dropped. “Guys? You still there?”


  “They?” Tom asked. “Did you say they?’


  “Um, yeah. Surprise! It’s twins.”


  “Twins?” Tyler asked, sounding shocked. “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, I’ve got the picture to prove it.”


  She heard Tom laugh. “Holy crap. Just when we think we have life handled, we’re thrown another curveball.”


  “Is everything all right?” Tyler asked, his voice back to worried again. “Are you all right?”


  Oh, crap. She knew that tone of voice. That was his smother-you-with-concern voice. “Ty, everything’s fine so far,” she said. “The doctor said it’s too early to do an amniocentesis, but she took blood from me to run other tests. And yes, it’ll be a planned C-section, so don’t worry.”


  Tom laughed again. “That’s like telling him not to breathe, baby girl. You know that.”


  “I know, but I thought I’d say it anyway. She said I’ll probably be due around the end of January, but that twins sometimes come early. And because it’s twins, she’ll want to see me more often than I went with the boys.”


  “You should see Ty’s face,” Tom said. “He looks like he just swallowed a frog.”


  “Is that bad?” Nevvie asked.


  “Thomas, I’m simply worried is all. Is that not understandable?”


  “Mom and I are going to try to talk to Ben Jones today,” Nevvie said. “This settles it. The house is too small for us and four kids. So we have to move regardless of whether we stay in Tampa or here. Might as well find something.”


  “Go for it, baby girl,” Tom encouraged. “You find whatever you want. You know our budget better than we do. I just have one condition?”


  “What?”


  “Is Momma there?”


  “She’s driving. Why?”


  “Ask her if she still knows Ron Baker.”


  Nevvie did. Peggy nodded. “He and his wife go to my church. He’s retired. Why?”


  Nevvie relayed the information. “Ask Momma to call him and see if he can go with you. He used to work with my dad. He can do an unofficial building inspection for you. I’d feel better if he looked at the house since I’m not there to do it.”


  Nevvie relayed that information as well. Peggy smiled. “I’ll call him as soon as we get home. He only lives a few minutes away.”


  Nevvie finally got off the phone with her men. She once again buried it in the bottom of her purse.


  “Let me guess,” Karen said from the backseat. “Blue Eyes is already working himself into a nervous sweat.”


  “Yes. Oh, shoot. I forgot to ask about the storm,” Nevvie said. “I’ll call them back later.” Tom and Tyler were at their home in Tampa, boarding up both their house and Pete and Eddie’s house in preparation for a possible direct strike by Hurricane Edgar. Kyle and Jacob, and her dad, John, were helping with the preparations.


  Peggy glanced in the rearview mirror. “Just please do me a favor, Karen.”


  “Yes, Momma?”


  “Try to hold off getting pregnant until after Nevvie delivers.”


  Karen laughed. “Don’t worry, Momma. Bill and I plan on waiting for a little while, if ever. I’m getting a little old to be carrying a baby.”


  “Yeah, we’d planned on waiting, too,” Nevvie snarked. “We hadn’t even planned on having these two.” She stroked her still-flat belly. Oopsies or not, they would be a welcomed addition to their family. “Life has a peculiar sense of humor.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler stared at the phone. Tom wore a grin. “Twins! Isn’t that great?” He smacked Tyler on the shoulder. “Twins!”


  Tyler forced a smile he hoped looked genuine and nodded. “Aces, love.” All he could think about was getting out of the house and to the gun range to get in more target practice. Once the hurricane hit, he likely wouldn’t be able to go for a few days, if at all.


  Now, more than ever, it was crucial he become as proficient as possible.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Tom asked. “Why aren’t you happy?”


  Tyler shook his head. “Just so much to do, and the storm, and I have errands to run. I really am happy. Truly.”


  “You sure as hell don’t look like it.”


  Why not opt for a version of the truth? “You know what a worrier I am. It’s my nature. After what happed with Mikey’s birth, I can’t help but worry. I’m sorry. I simply wish we were up there with our angel to be with her right now and take care of her. Is that so difficult to understand?”


  Tom’s expression softened. He pulled Tyler into his arms. “Aw, it’s all right, buddy.” He kissed the top of Tyler’s head. Tyler closed his eyes and relaxed into Tom’s embrace. “She’s fine. She’s got Dad and Momma and Karen with her. She’s safe, the boys are safe, and we’ll be up there soon enough.”


  “I know. I’m just blasted worried is all.”


  Tom waggled his eyebrows at him. “I know what would unworry you, buddy.”


  Tyler couldn’t help but smile at Tom’s sexy tone. “Later, love. Errands first. You can properly fuck my worries away tonight.” He looked up into Tom’s sweet brown eyes. “All night, if you wish.”


  Tom’s lips curled in a deliciously sexy smile. “I’m going to hold you to that.” He grabbed Tyler’s ass and ground his hips against him. Tyler felt Tom’s already-hard cock pressing through his jeans. “And I’m going to hold you to this, too.”


  Despite his worry, Tyler’s cock stiffened in his slacks. He never could resist his sweet Southern boy. “I hope you will, love.” He kissed Tom deeply, their tongues sliding together, heat rising between them until Tyler finally broke the kiss and stepped back. “That’s to keep you interested.”


  “Goddamn,” Tom said, his voice deep and thick with passion. “You cock tease.” But he smiled.


  “Your cock tease, never forget.”


  Tom grabbed the front of his jeans, where his bulge was clearly visible and straining against the denim. “Forgetting’s not gonna happen with this to remind me all afternoon.”


  “Good.” Tyler left before Tom talked him into bed. On his way to the gun shop, he stopped at their post office box to check the mail. Still no concealed weapons permit.


  Blast. When he’d turned in the paperwork, he’d been warned it could take upward of a couple of months to get it back. Nothing he could do about it, despite the fact that Alex LaRogue hadn’t been apprehended yet. And with the storm’s rapid approach, the bloody bastard likely wouldn’t be apprehended anytime soon as law enforcement had public safety and hurricane evacuations to worry about.


  At the gun shop, Tyler removed his locked gun case and the shooting bag holding his shooting muffs, protective glasses, and other supplies from the trunk of his Lexus and went inside. He was surprised to see an unusually high number of customers in the store for a Wednesday afternoon.


  Jack, the owner, waved when he saw Tyler enter. Tyler walked over to the end of the counter where Jack was already putting several boxes of 9mm shells and targets for Tyler to shoot on the counter. “I already started you a ticket. You’re on lane one.”


  “Thanks, mate.” He grabbed the targets and boxes of ammo after donning his shooting muffs. “Why all the people?”


  “The storm,” Jack explained. “Always brings a lot of people out to stock up on ammo and weapons. They worry about looters. Sucks for our area, but it’s great for business.”


  “Ah.” Tyler went into the shooting range, where he had the place to himself, and set up. His aim and skill had greatly improved from when he’d started. He began his practice by putting the back holster on and practicing drawing the Glock, unloaded, several times. He couldn’t do it at home, usually, because he risked Tom or Nevvie discovering him. He kept everything locked in the trunk of his car. Not the ideal situation, but once he had his concealed weapons license, he’d keep the gun on him at all times when not at home.


  He wouldn’t risk her safety again, or their children’s safety.


  Nevvie had clearly said she didn’t want a gun in the house with the boys being so young, but he would keep it locked in a file drawer in the house, in the locked case, with a trigger lock on it when at home. He’d buy a locking file cabinet next time he went to Savannah and keep it in the RV. Since they’d already agreed he would use the RV as a mobile office while there, it wouldn’t cause Nevvie any suspicion at all.


  Then again, once they were all permanently moved to Savannah, he wouldn’t have to worry about Nevvie. There was no way in hell Alex could track her there. Even if it meant uprooting themselves and moving up there away from their friends, it was worth it.


  At least their family would be together. And safe.


  After practicing with the back holster, he practiced with the underarm one. That completed, he loaded the gun, put his shooting glasses on, and took aim at the target. With every shot, he envisioned a bullet hole between Alex LaRogue’s eyes.


  Chapter Two


  


  Before they reached Peggy’s, Nevvie dug her phone back out of her purse to call John and Kelly Fleischman, her birth parents, and give them the happy news. Now reunited with them, it sucked that they were in Tampa while she was in Savannah. At least she could celebrate the news with her twelve-year-old sister, Laurie.


  Laurie had stayed behind in Savannah after the family cookout over the Fourth of July holiday weekend. Nevvie enjoyed her company and getting to know her, and Laurie had fun playing with her young nephews, as well as getting acquainted with the other various Kinsey cousins.


  Kelly squealed with delight when Nevvie told her. “Twins? Are you serious? That’s fantastic!” Upon meeting Adam and Mikey, Kelly had immediately immersed herself in the role of Grandma and had taken great pleasure in spoiling her two grandsons rotten as much as she could.


  John must have taken the phone out of her hands. “Nevvie? What is that? Twins?”


  She laughed. “Yes, Dad. Twins.” In the background, she heard Kelly still cheering the news.


  She didn’t anticipate his sudden silence, however.


  “Dad? Are you okay?”


  His voice sounded choked when he finally answered. “Okay, Nevvie. Seriously. When are you going to let me teach you how to shoot?” John, recently retired from the air force, was bound and determined to keep her safe from Alex LaRogue once he heard the story about the attack. Now that he had his daughter back, he’d made it abundantly clear he didn’t want to lose her again.


  Nevvie gentled her voice. “I don’t want a handgun in the house, Dad. I told you that. But…” She hoped she wouldn’t regret this. “You mentioned you like shooting skeet. I guess I wouldn’t mind learning that. Would that satisfy you?”


  “Not completely, but it’s a start. We’ll come back up next weekend. I’d be up this weekend except for the storm.”


  “You and Mom don’t have to come up just for that.” Despite being reunited with them for less than a couple of months, she’d found it surprisingly easy to call them Mom and Dad.


  “Yes, we want to. As long as it’s all right with Peggy.”


  “I’m sure it will be. Hold on.” She pulled the phone away from her face. “Is it okay if Mom and Dad come up next weekend?”


  Peggy smiled. “Of course. And tell him not to go out and buy you a skeet gun.” She pointed at Karen in the rearview mirror. “Keep your mouth shut, young lady.”


  “Yes, Momma.”


  “What?” Nevvie asked.


  “Just tell him,” Peggy insisted.


  Nevvie eyed her, but passed the word to John.


  “Why?” John asked.


  “She won’t tell me, but she’s got a sneaky look on her face. I suspect she’s up to something. I’ll let you know what once I find out.” They made the arrangements and Nevvie hung up as they were pulling into Peggy’s yard. “What are you up to, Mom?”


  She wore a pleased smile. “You’ll see, sugar. I have a surprise for you. We’ll talk about it tonight after dinner and the boys are in bed. Now let’s get inside and spread the good news. Plus I’ve got calls to make about looking at Ben’s house today.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Two hours later, Andrew and Laurie were wrangling the boys and cooking dinner at Peggy’s house, while Nevvie, Peggy, and Ron Baker finished a tour of Ben’s house and property. They settled at Ben’s dining room table. Ben had a folder of paperwork in front of him.


  “It’s a little over thirty acres altogether.” He handed a paper to Ron, whom Nevvie had already dubbed her de facto property expert. “When my wife died five years ago, my kids started harping on me to sell it. I didn’t want to then, but I’ve got grandkids now. I want to spend time with them while I’m still in good enough shape to enjoy them.”


  He looked around the house. “Besides, this place isn’t getting any easier on me to take care of by myself.” He wistfully smiled. “The kids don’t get down here very often. They all live within a few minutes of each other. If I move up there, I’ll be able to see them whenever I want. I’m thinking of getting a small RV so I can escape back down here during the winters if I feel like it.”


  “You haven’t actually put your house on the market yet, though?” Nevvie asked.


  “Not yet. Peggy had mentioned y’all might be interested in it. I figured I’d talk to you first and see if you’re interested. I’m glad you called me.”


  The house was older. Not in bad shape, but smaller than they would need. The good thing was the property had more than enough room to expand. Nevvie could easily picture a whole new wing added onto the western end of the house, including a private master suite. Tyler and Tom could both have downstairs offices, they could add a guest room, and the three existing upstairs bedrooms would be perfect for the kids. Most of the property was still wooded. The yard around the house and the backyard down to the pond were cleared and would make wonderful play areas for the kids.


  They’d have lots of privacy. They’d be next door to Peggy. Within minutes of Karen and Tom’s other sisters.


  “How much are you asking for it?”


  He shrugged. “I know property isn’t cheap anymore, but my wife and I bought this land years ago while we were still up in Michigan. It wasn’t that expensive then. We had it paid off before we even built the house. When we sold our house up there, when I retired, we used that money to pay this off. Overall, we didn’t do too bad.” He sadly smiled. “It’d be nice to have a family living here who would appreciate it and enjoy it.” Then he named a figure that nearly dropped Nevvie’s jaw. Not because it was so high, but because it was far lower than she’d anticipated.


  “Um, are you sure you don’t want to have the property appraised first? Not to be a bad negotiator, but that price sounds awfully low.”


  “I already have. But what stinks is if I sell to someone else, they’ll just turn around and split it up into lots and put a bunch of them little Monopoly mansions up all over the place and ruin the area for everyone like they did two roads over. Hell, I could easily get another thirty thousand for it, if I wanted. I just want a fair price for it without screwing my friends over who live here. Like Peggy.” He nodded at her. “And since we’re doing this privately without any real estate agents involved, I reckon I don’t need to pad the price to pay for their fees. The only thing I ask is if you do want it, you pay the closing costs, and you promise not to sell it out and let it get split up.” He smiled. “And that I don’t have to get out until after Karen’s wedding. I’ve known that girl most of her life. Besides, I’ll need the time to pack.” He offered his hand to her.


  Nevvie smiled as she shook hands with him. Despite her earlier promise to Peggy to wait, she said, “You have a deal, Ben.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler hoped he didn’t smell like gunpowder when he returned home from the gun range. When he arrived, he was relieved to find a note from Tom saying that he had gone to the store to pick up extra storm supplies.


  Tyler didn’t like the way this storm kept growing in size and intensity, stubbornly refusing to veer off its track. The way it looked now, it would sweep up Tampa Bay from the southwest to the northeast. Tom had already arranged for John and Kelly to ride it out at their house because of the Fleischmans’ proximity to the bay and evacuation zone. Kyle and Jacob, Nevvie’s half brothers, would also stay with them because Tom wasn’t sure how sturdy their apartment building would prove to be.


  He doubted he’d get any work done with a house full of people, but he echoed Tom’s sentiments that he’d rather have them all there, with them, in relative safety.


  Tyler took the gun and shooting supplies into the house with him and locked them in his file cabinet in his office. He wouldn’t have to worry as much about keeping them hidden with Nevvie and the boys gone. Tom rarely went into his office, and he never snooped around in Tyler’s file cabinet.


  He doubted he’d get another chance to go shooting before the storm hit anyway. To be on the safe side, he’d even purchased several boxes of ammunition to keep at home, including hollow-point rounds that Jack had assured him would stop most attackers with the first hit.


  He quickly changed clothes. He wanted to try to get some writing in before Tom returned. Then Kyle and Jacob would come over for dinner to discuss final storm preparations with Tom.


  As Tyler walked down the hall to his office, he flipped on light switches. With the shutters up, the darkened house felt more like a tomb than a home.


  He walked into the living room and turned on the corner lamps, too. It made it feel slightly less depressing.


  The quiet also unsettled him. He loved his alone time, but also welcomed all the normal sounds of his family. The voices of Nevvie and their sons, even the ticking of little Harley’s nails on the tile floors.


  Without his family surrounding him, it didn’t feel right.


  Didn’t feel like home.


  He made himself a cup of hot tea and went into his office. Even there, his refuge, his sanctuary, the atmosphere felt unsettled. Normally, the window in his office, which faced the front yard, let in just the right amount of daylight.


  He turned on his desk lamp, then finally gave in and turned on the overhead light as well.


  When Tom returned an hour later, Tyler went outside to help him unload. “Are you preparing for the apocalypse?” he asked as he spied both the cab and bed of Tom’s truck filled with shopping bags and purchases.


  “I wanted to get a portable generator for a spare, smart-ass.” Tom lowered the tailgate. “They’ll be impossible to get after the storm. Hell, I almost couldn’t find one now. Help me get it into the garage.”


  After the truck was unloaded, Tyler tried to find room for all the canned goods and flats of bottled water in the pantry. No good. Most of it would have to be stacked in the utility room. He turned to his lover. “Are you not telling me something, Thomas? I thought you said we already had adequate supplies.”


  Tom wore a grim expression. “You haven’t been watching the news, have you?” he asked.


  “No. I was trying to get some work done before you returned. Why?”


  Tom stepped into the living room and turned on the Weather Channel. The meteorologist was in the process of giving an update on Hurricane Edgar.


  “And that means those of you living close to Tampa Bay or the Gulf need to pay close attention to your evacuation zones. We’re expecting a potential storm surge of anywhere from ten to twenty feet in Tampa Bay at this point. That includes the areas of Safety Harbor and Oldsmar, downtown Tampa, Harbour and Davis Islands, the Bayshore district, Hyde Park, Apollo Beach, and people along the southern end of the Hillsborough River…”


  They put up the projected storm surge maps as the announcer continued. “Bloody hell,” Tyler whispered. “It’s a Cat 3. When did that happen?”


  “National Hurricane Center upgraded it at the 11:00 a.m. update. You’ve got to pay attention to these damn things, Ty. You’ve lived here long enough to know that. Thank god we got the houses boarded up already. This thing is going to destroy the area.”


  He felt a little queasy. “Perhaps we should consider evacuating.”


  “No. The roads are already packed. It’d be a nightmare. Getting back would be even worse. We’re not in an evacuation zone. We’ll be okay.”


  “Did you talk to John and Kelly today?”


  “Yeah, called them on the way home. They’re coming over tomorrow morning. I made Pete and Eddie promise to come over and stay with us, too. They don’t have an emergency genny, and some of Pete’s meds have to stay cold. I already checked our whole-house genny. The propane tank is full. Test started it this morning. We’re good to go.”


  In shock, Tyler stared at the television screen.


  Tom walked over to Tyler and put his hands on his shoulders. “I need you here, focused, on this. Nevvie and the kids are safe.”


  “What if it crosses the state and hits them? Goes up to the northeast like Charley did?”


  “Oh, they’ll definitely get some of it if the track holds. It’s too damn big for them not to. But it won’t be a monster like it is now, and the eye will cross way south of them. They won’t get the high winds, just a lot of rain. They’ll be fine.”


  He gently shook Tyler. “There’s a good chance John and Kelly won’t have a house to go back to if the storm surge hits like projected. They’re less than a mile from the bay, even though they’re inland. Their subdivision is older and it has a lot of drainage problems. I’ve built houses over there. Plus I looked over their house this morning with John. It’s an older house. They have a gable roof and no hurricane straps. That means it’s going to fail if the winds are over Cat 2 when it hits, which they probably will be.”


  He squeezed Tyler’s shoulders. “Buddy, I’m counting on you. I need you to go out and gas up the cars for me. I also bought extra gas cans. Start with my truck and the extra gas cans. I would have done it, but my leg is killing me and I needed to get home. And I have to call Kenny and talk to him about shutting down the office.”


  “All right. What about propane for the grill?”


  “Done. Didn’t you see me unload those two small bottles?”


  “Oh. Right.” Tyler felt stunned. This was really happening. Tom was no worrier. He only prepared if he thought there was a serious reason to prepare.


  Tom palmed Tyler’s cheek. “It’s okay,” he said. “I promise, we’ll be fine. Nevvie and the kids are going to be just fine. This house can easily withstand a Cat 4. We have food and water and everything we’ll need. Remember all the stuff you tuned out when we planned the house about the reinforced roof and hurricane ties?” He smiled. “Remember how you waved your hand and told me to handle it and do whatever I thought was best?”


  Tyler nodded.


  “We’re as safe here as we would be in any shelter. The shutters are up, we’ll get everything picked up outside and moved in, and we’ll be buttoned up in here.” He pulled Tyler to him for a hug. “They’re predicting the outer bands will make landfall tomorrow night, with the eye hitting sometime Friday afternoon. So let’s get this done so we can have time to relax after dinner.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alex LaRogue stood in line at the bus stop to board a county transit bus. The marquee on the front of the bus read H’CAINE SHELTER. No fare needed, he shuffled down to a seat as far back as he could get. The night before, he’d found a homeless camp to sleep at. Even better, after getting another man drunk from the cheap bottle of whiskey he’d shoplifted, he’d stolen the man’s ID right out of his wallet, along with the fifteen dollars he’d had on him. They looked enough alike.


  Unless they fingerprinted him, Alex knew he could now reasonably pass as Eric Johnson, who was eight years older than him. That didn’t matter. Their eyes and hair color were close, as were their height and build. And since Alex hadn’t shaved in a while, his beard and mustache, peppered with gray, helped complete the deception.


  As long as he didn’t attract any attention to himself, no one would likely question him about it.


  He found welcomed chaos at the hurricane shelter set up at a high school where the Red Cross had opened an emergency shelter. He stepped off the bus and was directed to a registration line snaking around the cafeteria.


  From the harried faces of the obviously overwhelmed volunteers, no one would take a second look at his stolen ID.


  A volunteer walked down the line with a bullhorn in her hand. “We are looking for any volunteers willing to be bused to a regional shelter in Orlando. Our shelter space here is extremely limited. You will be provided with free transportation back to Tampa after the storm has passed. Do we have any volunteers who want…”


  His gaze narrowed. Isn’t this just my lucky day? He patted his shirt, where he kept the address book he’d stolen from Nevaeh’s house tucked into his undershirt. Come hell or high water, he wouldn’t lose it.


  It was his key to finding that bitch and getting even with her once and for all. It would have been nice killing those fag boys of hers when he stole the address book, but he wasn’t an idiot. It’d been sheer luck he’d been able to sneak into the house while the men were around back putting up hurricane shutters. And they had at least two other men helping them. He would have been outnumbered. But the gas receipts on the kitchen counter, and overheard snippets of their conversation, pointed to Nevaeh and her brats being in Savannah.


  Now he just had to go through the contacts in the address book, one by one, to find her. It looked like several of that Kinsey guy’s family was in Savannah, and that’s where he’d start.


  No one makes a fool out of Alex LaRogue. That cunt’s gonna wish she’d never met them two fag boys. She’s damn sure gonna wish she’d never pissed me off when her day of reckoning comes.


  He stepped forward. “I’ll go.”


  “Great.” The volunteer directed him, as well as several others who stepped out of the registration line, over to a far shorter line queuing in front of several tour buses.


  Alex couldn’t help but smile. It would be easy to hitchhike a ride northbound to Savannah from Orlando.


  Chapter Three


  


  As they did nearly every Wednesday night, Tom’s twin niece and nephew, Danny and Elle, and their dad, Clay, came over for dinner at Peggy’s. It had quickly become a new tradition for the three of them since Clay’s divorce from Emily. And sometimes, as she did tonight, Karen joined them as well.


  They were happy to hear Nevvie’s news about her twins. After dinner, Laurie volunteered to get the boys bathed and ready for bed for Nevvie. The rest of them sat around the kitchen table after the dishes were done and put away.


  “Grandma,” Elle started, “can we ask a favor?”


  Peggy smiled. “How much, sugar?”


  Danny grimly smiled. “No, Grandma. Mom’s selling the house. We don’t have enough room at our place for our stuff. She told us if we don’t have it all out by Friday night, she’ll throw it out. She’s having an open house on Sunday. Can we borrow space in the storage shed for a couple of months? Once we sort through everything, what we want to keep we’ll take to a storage unit.”


  After Clay and Em’s divorce, the three of them had banded together and gotten an apartment close to town. Danny and Elle were in their last semester of college.


  “Sure, sugar. Of course y’all can.” She tilted her head. “Clay, you all right?”


  He let out a sigh. “Yeah, just another one of those things.”


  Elle frowned. “Don’t you even think about feeling sorry for her, Dad. I can’t believe you put up with her as long as you did. She treated you like crap.”


  “Danielle,” Peggy admonished, “you watch your mouth, young lady.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandma, but you don’t know what she was like at home.” She looked at her brother, who nodded. “She expected total perfection out of us, like if we screwed up or got a bad grade, it made her look bad. I love Mom, but I’m not ashamed to admit I can’t stand being around her. Even before everything happened, I told her I thought it would be a good idea if we all go to family counseling.”


  “How’d that go over?” Peggy asked.


  “It didn’t. She started yelling at me that there was nothing wrong with her, that the three of us were ‘godless heathens.’” She used air quotes around the phrase. “She’s gone around the bend.”


  Clay reached over and patted his daughter’s hand. “She’s your mother,” he quietly said. “I know she’s not the easiest person to get along with, but she does love you. You need to respect her.”


  That’s when Danny let out a snort. “That’s a laugh. She never respected you. Or us. Elle’s right. She’s nuts.”


  “Why’s she selling the house?” Nevvie asked.


  Clay didn’t answer. Danny answered for him. “She’s moving into an apartment close to her church. She wants to donate the money from the sale to them. I’m telling you, she’s whacked. Last time she told me she wanted me to go to church with her and I said no, she treated me like I’d taken a dump on a Bible or something.”


  Karen let out a laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like your mom.”


  “Clay, why didn’t you tell us all of this years ago?” Peggy gently asked. “That things were getting so bad with her?”


  He shrugged. “I loved her. No, she wasn’t the easiest woman to live with, but she had a good heart and meant well. Most of the time.” He shook his head. “It was a year or so before…the incident, when things really got bad.”


  Nevvie didn’t need clarification. She knew he meant when Emily tried to get Adam taken away from them by the state of Florida.


  “That’s when she turned into a different person,” he said. “And that all happened after she started going to that new church. Suddenly, she was all…churchy. I never had a problem living with her before that, but it’s like she suddenly took off on this wild tangent. It consumed her life. She just about gave up all of her old friends and hung out only with people from church. She was there nearly every night for service or classes or prayer sessions or whatever. Then, when she pulled that stunt, I gave her an ultimatum. That either she quit that church and apologize to everyone in this family for what she did, or I was gone.”


  When he didn’t continue, Elle did. “She told him he’d burn in hell, along with everyone else,” she softly said. “I’m telling you, she’s nuts. I thought I’d try to get her to see sense and let her take me to one of her church meetings to get in her good graces. It was all that hatemongering stuff, and the preacher screaming that ‘God’s gonna strike ’em down,’ and whacked-out stuff like that. No one in Grandma’s church ever acts like that. It was just spooky.”


  “That’s us Methodists,” Peggy said in an attempt to lighten the mood. “We don’t care if your sheep are white or black or polka-dotted, they’re all welcome.”


  “I guess me getting into it with her in the frozen food aisle at Publix that day didn’t help anything,” Nevvie muttered.


  “She’s not used to people standing up to her,” Clay said. “I let her roll over me for a lot of years before I grew a spine.”


  “So it’s a badge of honor?” Andrew quipped.


  “Sure,” Clay said with a wry smile. “Call it that.”


  “What is the surprise you made me wait until after dinner for, Mom?” Nevvie asked, wanting to change the direction of the conversation. She did her best not to think about Emily and her betrayal of them. She certainly didn’t want to spend the evening talking about her.


  Peggy smiled. “I was going to make you wait until the boys were in bed, but I’ll get it. You wait right here.” She got up from the table and left the kitchen.


  Karen wore a sneaky grin. “Come on,” Nevvie said. “Tell me.”


  “Uh-uh. You’ll find out soon enough.”


  Peggy returned a few minutes later carrying what looked like a rifle case, as well as a medium-sized canvas bag. She set them on the table. “These were Adam’s,” she said with a melancholy expression and wistful tone. “The girls never had an interest in doing it, and I told Tommy I’d keep the stuff for him in case he ever wanted it. I’m not sure he even remembers it’s here. I’ve got two more shotguns in the gun safe in my closet. I think it’s only right as Tommy’s wife that you have them. Adam would want someone to use them. This is the best one of the three. It was his favorite. But I want you to have all three of them.”


  Nevvie stood and unzipped the case. Inside lay a shotgun. She was afraid to touch it, but Peggy picked it up, showed her how to break it open, and handed it to her. “Those are snap caps inside,” she explained as she pointed to two red things resembling shotgun shells in the barrels. She closed the gun and pointed it up toward the ceiling, then pulled the trigger twice. Nevvie heard a distinct click-click.


  “You can dry-fire it with those in.” She handed it back to Nevvie. “I wasn’t much into skeet, but Adam taught me how when we first got married. I found I liked trap better. I haven’t been shooting in decades, though. Since before Tommy was born. That’s a Browning 12-gauge over-under. Nice gun. It’s set up for skeet. Ported barrel, skeet chokes, adjustable comb and stock, everything.” She smiled. “John will likely be a little jealous when you show him that.”


  Nevvie tentatively hefted the gun. “I’ve never shot a gun in my life. Not unless you count water pistols or Wii game controllers.”


  Peggy laughed as she showed her how to shoulder it. “Sorry, sugar. Those don’t count. I’d be happy to go with you and John to the skeet range, if it’d make you feel more comfortable. I’m pretty rusty, but…”


  “Thanks, Mom.” She put the gun back in the case and hugged her. “I really appreciate it. That would be fun. What’s in the bag?”


  Peggy unzipped it. “His shooting supplies. I gave away the shells a long time ago. They wouldn’t have kept. He used to do his own reloading. I buy a fresh box of shells once a year to keep handy in case of rattlesnakes in the yard or something.” She pointed to a box. “Not to mention a woman alone, it was a little comforting knowing I could put my hands on it in a few seconds. I also have the cleaning kit, his shooting muffs, protective glasses, his vest, all that stuff.” She wore a sad smile. “I’d be willing to bet Adam would have loved to teach you how to shoot.”


  “I didn’t know you had any guns.”


  “Don’t worry, sugar. The safe has a combination lock. There’s no way the little ones could get into it unless it was left open. Which it never is. In fact, this is the first time I’ve opened it in nearly a year. I take them out and clean them periodically to make sure they don’t collect rust.” Peggy zipped the case and the gun bag shut. “I’ll put everything back in the safe until John gets here. And I’ll give you the combination so you can get into it.” She took everything back to her bedroom.


  After Karen, Danny, Elle, and Clay left, Peggy, Nevvie, and Andrew returned to the living room. Laurie had just finished bathing the boys and had them dressed for bed. Nevvie got them tucked in and stopped by her room to call Tom and Tyler.


  “Well, good news, looks like all we have to do is hand Ben a check and sign the papers and the house is ours.”


  “That’s good,” Tom said. “How much?”


  When she told him, he said, “Repeat that number, please?”


  She laughed. “You heard me right.”


  “Is he suffering from dementia?”


  “Thomas,” Tyler scolded over the speakerphone, “that’s rude.”


  Nevvie explained it to them.


  “Oh, that sounds like Ben,” Tom said. “He’s always been a really nice guy. I think we should pay him the extra 30k, though. We can afford it.”


  She thought Tom sounded stressed. “Are you okay? Are you in pain tonight?”


  He sighed. “Can’t fool you, can I, baby girl? Been a long day. Jacob and Kyle just left. They’ll be back tomorrow. Pete and Eddie, and your mom and dad will come stay with us, too. It won’t be a fun day Friday. Don’t be surprised if you can’t reach us at all by phone. Cell towers might get knocked down.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah, a storm that strong—”


  “How strong?” She hadn’t been paying attention to the news, knowing it would just make her obsess over it.


  “Um, well, it’s already a strong Cat 3. Might even be a Cat 4 when it—”


  “What? Why the hell aren’t you getting out? Why—”


  “Nevvie,” Tom said, his tone stern, “calm down. Don’t get upset. We’ll be fine. Your parents and brothers will be here. It’s okay.”


  She felt like crying. “Please leave. Just go. Bring everyone, including Pete and Eddie, and get out of there. You’ve got time.”


  “Honey, for starters, there’s no way Pete could handle being in a car that long right now. Second, I-75 and I-95 are both clogged. FHP is saying if you aren’t in an evacuation area to stay put. And we’re not in an evacuation area. We’ve got a house built to stand up to a strong storm. I built it my damn self. I would know if it wasn’t able to hold up. I damn sure wouldn’t invite the people we love to stay with us if I thought they wouldn’t be safe, now, would I?”


  She sniffled. “No, I guess not.”


  “Love,” Tyler said, “he’s right. Please don’t worry yourself. We’ll check in as often as we can.”


  After saying good night, she finally got off the phone with them and returned to the living room.


  Laurie sat up, a frown on her face. “What’s wrong?”


  Nevvie slumped down onto the couch and stared at her cell phone. “We need to call Mom and Dad.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “I just talked to Tom and Ty. The storm’s bad. Mom and Dad are going to stay at our house with the guys.”


  Laurie’s expression turned solemn. “They’ll be okay.”


  Nevvie nodded. “Tom built our house himself. It’s reinforced and everything.” She hit their speed dial number and listened as it rang.


  Kelly answered. “Hi, Nevvie!”


  “Hi, Mom.” She found it a good kind of strange calling her that. “I just talked to Tommy and Ty. Looks like you’re going to get some weather.”


  “Yeah, I was going to talk to Laurie to see if there was anything she wanted me to make sure I grabbed when we leave.”


  “Here she is.” Nevvie handed the phone over to Laurie. Nevvie caught Peggy’s sympathetic gaze.


  Laurie talked to their parents for a few minutes before returning the phone to Nevvie. “Dad wants to talk to you.”


  “Hi, Dad.”


  “So what was Peggy’s surprise?”


  Finally, something to take Nevvie’s mind off the dire situation in Florida. She draped an arm around Laurie’s shoulders and pulled her close. The girl curled up next to her, resting her head in Nevvie’s lap. “Mom’s giving me three guns of Adam’s. Tom’s father,” she clarified.


  “Oh? What are they?”


  “The one she showed me is a Browning 12-gauge, and it’s choked up or something—”


  “Has skeet chokes,” Peggy corrected through her laughter.


  “Oh. Sorry, she says it has skeet chokes.”


  John also laughed. “I knew what you meant. That’s great. You and I will go out skeet shooting when I get up there. No arguments. Got it?”


  Again, it felt weird in a good way having someone parental talking to her like that, with stern concern. For so much of her life, she’d been on her own. “Yes, Dad.”


  “Good. Give Laurie a hug for us. Love you both.”


  Now her eyes pricked with tears of the good kind. “Love you both, too. Good night.” She hung up with them and looked at Peggy. “Can we turn it to the Weather Channel?”


  Nodding, Peggy changed the channel.


  The screen was filled with an infrared looping image of Hurricane Edgar. A highlighted cone starting at the eye spread northeast toward the Tampa Bay area, engulfing the coast from Venice north to Crystal River. Ominously, the dotted line in the center marking the eye’s currently projected path went straight up Tampa Bay.


  “…and this is the worst-case scenario that disaster planners have talked about for years. A monster of a storm, funneling up Tampa Bay and into the downtown area, where the Hillsborough River empties into the bay. Lots of high-rise buildings and low-lying residential districts. MacDill Air Force Base has already begun evacuating aircraft, and both Tampa International and the St. Petersburg-Clearwater International airports have announced they will suspend flights into and out of their airports by late tomorrow. Sarasota Bradenton International…”


  Nevvie let her mind drone out the TV announcer. She couldn’t take her eyes off the horrid cone.


  Just like Katrina.


  Alex had almost talked her into staying in their Chalmette apartment. It was one of the few times she had stood her ground with him. Then when he saw the TV footage of everyone evacuating and heard the warnings, he finally realized it wasn’t a wise move to stay.


  With Katrina, Nevvie hadn’t had much to begin with, but what little she’d had was lost in the storm if it hadn’t been packed into Alex’s shitty Ford Escort station wagon.


  She didn’t want to go there in her memories. She didn’t want to think about Alex.


  And she hated that she hoped he got himself blown away by Edgar.


  “Nevvie?” Laurie asked.


  “Hmm? I’m sorry. What was that you asked?”


  Laurie looked up at her with green eyes the same shade as hers. Almost like looking into a mirror. “Do you really think they’ll all be safe?”


  “Yes, honey. Don’t worry. They’ll be safe with Tommy and Tyler. And we’re safe here.”


  “Nevertheless,” Peggy said, “we’re going to the grocery store tomorrow. Won’t hurt to stock up on some things in case we lose trees across the road and it takes a day or two to get it cleared up.”


  Nevvie watched Andrew reach over and take Peggy’s hand and then he gave it a squeeze. Peggy looked at him with the sweetest smile in the world.


  It made Nevvie’s heart ache in a good way, that these two people, her other mom and dad, had found love together.


  Tyler should write a book about that. But then again, as he’d said before, chances were that people wouldn’t believe it.


  Chapter Four


  


  Tyler let Tom drag him to bed after the 11:00 p.m. weather update. “Sitting up worrying isn’t going to help a damn thing,” Tom insisted. “I do, however, know how to take your mind off of everything.” He grabbed Tyler and kissed him, hard, with a hand fisted in his lover’s hair until Tyler’s body melted against him.


  “That’s what I wanted,” Tom hoarsely said as he nipped his way down Tyler’s jaw to the hollow of his throat. With his hand still entwined in Tyler’s hair and his other arm around his waist, Tom licked and kissed Tyler’s throat as he slowly backed him toward their bed. “I want you to let go and let me be in charge tonight. I’ve got you all to myself and I’m gonna fuck the worry right out of you,” he promised. “You’ll sleep so good tonight, buddy. I’m gonna take good care of my guy, I promise.” His voice sounded thick and raw, full of passion and commanding obedience.


  Tyler fumbled for Tom’s waistband until he finally found the fly and got his jeans unfastened. He pushed them and his briefs down his hips and sank to his knees as Tom sat on the bed in front of him. With Tom’s hand still firmly fisted in his hair, Tyler yanked Tom’s jeans and underwear off his legs and dove for his cock. It stood rigidly erect, every vein visible.


  Tyler glanced up at him. Tom’s brown gaze smoldered down at him. “That’s right, buddy,” he encouraged. “You know what I want.”


  Tyler eagerly devoured his lover’s cock. It disappeared between his lips as he wrapped a hand around the base of it, cradling his balls with the other.


  Tom’s other hand cupped Tyler’s face, his fingers curling around the back of his neck. He felt utterly possessed. His own cock throbbed in his pants, aching to be set free.


  “Don’t make me come,” Tom ordered. “Just be my good boy and get me nice and hard so I can plow that sweet, tight ass of yours with it.”


  His words made Tyler whimper around his cock. Tyler wanted to swallow him whole, suck every last drop of cum out of him, but Tom had said the magic words to ensure Tyler would turn himself inside out to obey.


  Be my good boy.


  Even his ass clenched in pleasant anticipation of what it’d feel like having this hot cock fucking him, the way Tom’s balls would feel hitting against his thighs, the feel and weight of the taller man’s body pressing him into the mattress…


  His heart raced. He’d need to watch it or he’d make himself come just thinking about it.


  Finally, Tom made him relinquish his cock. “Get nekkid, baby,” Tom’s voice rumbled, deep and thick with passion. “I’ll go get what I need.” He stood, pulling Tyler up to him and kissing him fiercely before letting him go. “Your ass better be in the air when I come back.” Tom walked toward the bathroom after slapping him on the ass.


  “Yes!” Tyler said, his fingers trembling as he tried to unbutton his shirt. Finally, after fumbling the top two, he yanked the damn thing off over his head and threw it on the floor. His slacks and briefs, which sported a wet spot, followed.


  He was on his hands and knees in the center of the bed when Tom returned.


  “Such a good boy,” Tom said.


  Tyler felt the mattress dip behind him. Tom’s warm, strong hands caressed his ass, stroking, kneading it. Then he hauled off and gave him a stinging slap on each ass check, followed by his tongue licking and soothing the pain away.


  Tyler gasped and opened his eyes. His own cock felt like it would explode. Drops of pre-cum flowed from the slit, slowly dripping down onto the bed.


  Tom reached between Tyler’s legs and felt it. He rubbed his fingers over the slit of Tyler’s cock, slicking the juices up and down Tyler’s shaft before letting go of it. “Wow. I’ve really got you wound up, don’t I?”


  “Yes!” Tyler could barely think.


  Another stinging slap. “What was that?”


  “Yes, Sir!” Tyler gasped without needing to think about it.


  “You’re such a good boy for me.” Tom nipped his ass, hard enough to leave marks and make Tyler’s cock throb even more. “Reach back and hold your ass open for me.


  Without hesitation, Tyler did. His body trembled with excitement, desire, raw need.


  Tom drizzled lube between Tyler’s cheeks and worked it into his hole. First one finger breached him, slowly teasing and fucking him with it. Two soon followed. Then three fingers. Tyler moaned, biting down on the sheets in an attempt to hold back his climax. It felt better than fantastic. Tom knew every inch of his body, every trigger point, everywhere to make it feel so deliciously damn good. Tom continued to slowly finger-fuck him, brushing against his gland, not enough to trigger his orgasm, but almost.


  Then his fingers disappeared. “Hold on. Let me wipe my hands off.” Then Tyler heard the rustle of a condom wrapper.


  Tom’s hands returned to his ass. “Tell me what you want.”


  “Please fuck my arse, Sir! I want you to fuck my arse!”


  “Such a good boy.”


  He felt the head of Tom’s cock press against his rim without penetrating. Perhaps anticipating Tyler’s desire to simply push back and impale himself on it, Tom’s hands grabbed his hips, his fingers digging in just short of painful. “You want this cock inside you?” Tom asked.


  “Yes, Sir! Please!”


  “Beg me for it.”


  His need overwhelming, Tyler nearly burst into tears. “Please, Sir, please fuck my arse! I want to feel your cock inside me!”


  “Who does this ass belong to?” Tom barked, smacking his ass again.


  “It’s your arse, Sir!”


  “Good boy.” Tom plunged hard and deep inside him, stroking the head of his cock perfectly across Tyler’s gland in the process. Tyler cried out as his cock exploded all over the sheets. Tyler fisted his hands in the bedding and held on, trying to move with Tom, but Tom held him still and did the driving.


  “Dammit, you already came, didn’t you?” Tom grunted.


  “Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir,” Tyler admitted, loving every second of it and already feeling his cock impossibly stirring again.


  Tom started slapping his ass. “Didn’t tell you to come, did I?”


  “No, Sir. I’m sorry, Sir.” He felt his cock stiffen with each slap.


  When Tom reached around him, he chuckled. “You like that, don’t you? You like me spanking your sweet little ass.”


  “Yes, Sir.” He moaned louder as Tom slowed his thrusts to match the rhythm of him stroking Tyler’s cock.


  “You’re gonna come again for me.” It wasn’t a question, but a command.


  “Yes, Sir.” He closed his eyes and enjoyed the way Tom bottomed out inside him, his thighs pressed against his, the coarse hair on his legs rubbing against his flesh, the heat of his body washing through him, the musky smell of their lovemaking and the tang of his own juices already splashed on the bed.


  “That’s it.” Tom picked up the tempo. With every thrust of his cock, his hand stroked Tyler’s shaft. “You’re gonna come hard again for me, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir!” Tyler felt his mind already spinning away into a beautifully light and floaty place. A feeling he hadn’t felt in far too many years. Better even than an orgasm, it was blissful subspace.


  “Then you hurry up and come for me. I want your sweet ass squeezing my cock when I come.” With his other hand, he started smacking Tyler’s ass again.


  It was all he needed. With a cry, Tyler let loose another load, coating Tom’s hand with his seed.


  “Good boy!” Tom let go of Tyler’s cock and grabbed his hips again. In a few hard thrusts, he came with a grunt, buried as deeply as possible inside Tyler.


  Tyler gasped, feeling Tom’s cock throbbing, emptying, and eventually growing limp inside him.


  Tom collapsed on top of him, rolling them to their sides. “Here,” he said, his voice thick. “You made a mess.” He held his hand in front of Tyler.


  Tyler clutched his wrist with both hands and eagerly began sucking his juices off Tom’s hand, every finger, using his tongue on his palm, doing such a thorough job Tom finally began to laugh.


  “Okay, buddy,” Tom said, his voice full of amusement. “You did good.”


  Tyler pressed his back against Tom, wanting full contact with him. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Tom hugged Tyler’s body close and kissed the back of his neck. “In all seriousness, was that okay? I didn’t go too far, did I?”


  Tyler vigorously shook his head. “You were perfect, love.” He let out a content sigh. “Absolute perfection.”


  Tom gently cupped his chin and turned his head to make him look him in the eye. “I’m serious, Ty,” he said. “I know we play this with Nevvie, and you guys play it with me sometimes, but you stop me if I ever push too hard. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  Tyler kissed him fiercely. “Does that answer your question, Sir?”


  Tom grinned. “Okay, you just got me hard again.” Indeed, he felt Tom’s cock stiffening inside his ass.


  “Then may I have permission to suck your balls dry, Sir?”


  “Yeah. Let me go clean up first.” He went into the bathroom and returned a few minutes later smelling like soap. “Okay.” He lay back, a pillow under his head and his hands laced behind him. “Have at it.”


  Tyler pushed his legs apart and knelt between them with a grin. “Yes, Sir. My pleasure.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom couldn’t help but moan as Tyler’s blue eyes pegged him, never leaving his as he made Tom’s cock disappear between his lips.


  Goddamn, that man could always get him hard just from a sexy look. In the past, he’d always been afraid to be too rough with Tyler, afraid of hurting him, never wanting to push him too hard or far. After Tyler’s full confession in Seattle about the extent of his experimentation with Marcus and others in the BDSM lifestyle, Tom had to admit it turned his crank, too. Sure, playing slave and Master with Nevvie was fun. And being Nevvie and Tyler’s boy after almost fatally fucking up his relationship with them following his accident felt more than right.


  But the concentrated passion in Tyler’s simple answer to his orders made him want to fuck him all night long.


  Yes, Sir.


  Tyler circled the base of his shaft with one hand and cradled his sac with the other. His hot, slick tongue swirled silken pleasure around the head of his cock, down his shaft, and back up again. He knew just how to flick the tip of his tongue against his glans, had mastered tracing the ridge of the head, teasing drops of pre-cum from his slit.


  Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He felt his balls start to tighten in preparation to explode. He reached down and grabbed Tyler’s head. “Swallow every drop,” he ordered just before jerking his hips and sinking his cock deep into Tyler’s eager mouth.


  Tyler happily groaned as Tom’s balls emptied. He felt Tyler swallowing, coaxing, trying to get as much out of him as possible. After a moment, Tom started laughing as he tried to pry Tyler’s mouth off him. “Okay, buddy, enough. I’m too sensitive.”


  Tyler released him with a soft, wet pop. He wore a handsome smile as he rested his cheek against Tom’s thigh. “Did I do good, Sir?”


  “Buddy, you did fantastic. Come here.”


  Tyler crawled up the bed to him. Tom reached over to turn off the bedside lamp before wrapping his arms around Tyler and spooning with him. Tyler pulled the sheets up over them. He kissed the back of Tyler’s neck. “I love you, buddy. You’re my guy. Always.”


  Tyler hugged Tom’s arms tighter around him. “And you’re mine, love. Forever.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Thursday


  


  Nevvie slept fitfully, even with little Harley curled up in bed with her. She never slept as well as she did when comfortably sandwiched between her two men, their warm bodies an almost guaranteed defense against any bad dreams wanting to disturb her sleep.


  She looked at the little dog, who always managed to snuggle tightly against her. Despite how Adam sneakily brought him into their family, in retrospect, she was glad he had. She’d come to love the little dog and wished she hadn’t put off getting one for so long.


  Her sleep wasn’t helped any by the fact that she turned on the TV in her room, the volume set low, and had the Weather Channel playing all night. What precious little sleep she managed had been plagued with nightmares about evacuating from Katrina with Alex, interspersed with waking up to see Edgar’s track inexorably bearing down on Tampa, which had instituted mandatory evacuations of a record-breaking magnitude.


  Unfortunately, people weren’t responding as quickly as emergency management wanted. Too many of them remembered the unnecessary evacuations of 2004, when Charley was supposed to hit Tampa and swerved east at the last minute to veer up Charlotte Harbor to the south.


  Edgar, however, was no Charley. Far larger in size, with hurricane and tropical storm–force winds extending at least three times farther from the eye than with Charley, and moving much slower, this monster destruction machine wouldn’t be making any last-minute course changes to spare the area like the smaller and vastly more nimble Charley. It would also push a massive wall of storm surge water ahead of it into Tampa Bay.


  Nevvie sat up in bed and hugged her knees to her chest, with Harley clinging to her side, as the Weather Channel went live with the 5:00 a.m. update from the National Hurricane Center. From the stunned looks of the staff behind the man at the podium, she knew this was bad.


  When the update ended, the Weather Channel switched back to their newsroom, where they summarized the storm’s latest position and track. Then they switched to live traffic cameras in Tampa.


  Even though not quite daylight yet, miles of headlights inched northward on I-75 in both the north- and southbound lanes.


  The never-before-used contraflow traffic plan had been put into effect.


  “…and emergency management officials are warning all residents who plan to evacuate that if you haven’t completed your preparations in advance of leaving, you need to do so immediately. The weather will continue to deteriorate throughout the day. Officials plan on closing the Sunshine Skyway Bridge at 7:00 p.m. tonight, possibly sooner if sustained winds top thirty-five miles per hour before then. Also, the Courtney Campbell Causeway, Howard Frankland, and Gandy bridges across Tampa Bay will be closed starting…”


  She grabbed her laptop, booted it, and loaded the website for one of the Tampa television stations. They carried a live feed of their newscasts.


  I shouldn’t be doing this. This is stupid. It’s not going to change a damn thing. She didn’t know why she was torturing herself like this. There was nothing she could do but wait and pray with the rest of the world and hope her family remained safe.


  The soft knock on the door startled her. “Come in.”


  Peggy walked in, carrying a mug of coffee. She closed the door behind her. Then she handed the mug to Nevvie and picked up Harley before joining her on the bed.


  “They’ll be okay, sugar,” Peggy softly assured her. “Everyone’ll be just fine.”


  Nevvie leaned against her, enjoying the comforting feel of Peggy’s arm around her shoulders as she stared at the screen and sipped her coffee. “How many storms have you been through?”


  “More than my fair share. We don’t need to worry about flooding here. We’re on high ground. Not to mention, years ago Adam cut back the trees close to the house so we didn’t need to worry about any landing on the roof. I am going to ask Clay and the twins to come here to ride out the storm, though. I doubt there will be any flooding where they are since it’s coming at us over land, but if they lose power, it could be awhile before it gets restored. I’d feel better having them here.” Years earlier, Tom had installed a whole-house generator at Peggy’s, like the one they had in Florida, in case of power outages.


  “Do I smell cinnamon rolls?”


  “Andy’s already up and baking,” Peggy confirmed. “We had a feeling you and Laurie will both want to be glued to the TV today.”


  “I’ll try not to be.”


  “Honestly? I’m glad she’s here. It’s one less worry for John and Kelly right now. She’s such a sweet girl. And she looks just like you.”


  Nevvie had an idea. “Would you mind watching the boys for me today?”


  “I still want to laugh every time you ask me that. Of course I don’t mind. But why?”


  “I think Laurie and I need a girls’ day out. I know I could use one. Get our hair and nails done and go shopping.”


  “That sounds like an excellent idea. It would keep you both occupied.”


  With a sigh, Nevvie shut down her laptop. Then she turned off the TV. An amused giggle escaped her.


  “What’s so funny?”


  She looked at Peggy, the giggles still bubbling out of her. “You and I can both be Mrs. Kinsey-Paulsons.”


  “We’ll see, sugar. We’ll see. You never know.” Nevvie didn’t miss her playful smile.


  


  * * * *


  


  After her shower, Nevvie joined Peggy and Andrew in the kitchen, where a fresh batch of cinnamon rolls had just emerged from the oven. Laurie shuffled into the kitchen in her pj’s, her hair tousled, and rubbing sleep from her eyes.


  “Good morning, sugar,” Peggy greeted her.


  “Good morning, Grandma.” She gave the three of them hugs before slumping into a chair at the table.


  “You’re up early,” Andrew said.


  The girl shrugged.


  “Listen,” Nevvie said. “I have an idea. You and me, girls’ day out. Mom said she’ll watch the boys for us. What do you say? We’ll get our hair and nails done and hit the mall.”


  The ghost of a smile curled her lips. “Okay.”


  “Good. You eat, then grab a shower.” She could tell from the girl’s body language that Laurie was as close to tears as she herself was. Once Laurie had finished breakfast and headed for the bathroom, Nevvie called John and Kelly.


  “Good morning, early bird,” John teased. “How’s Savannah? Anything new in the world?”


  “Yeah, Dad, cut the small talk. We’re all worried about you.”


  “Don’t be. We’re heading over to your house in a couple of hours. Whatever happens, happens. We’ll be fine.”


  “You stay safe. But why I called was I’m going to take Laurie out today. Do girl stuff. Buy her some stuff. Take her mind off what’s going on, but I wanted to make sure it was okay with you first.”


  “What kind of stuff?”


  “Well, that’s why I called. I want to get her a cell phone, if it’s all right.”


  “Let me get your mom.”


  A mixed thrill ran through Nevvie at that phrase. Another giggle wanted to burp through, but she stifled it.


  After a few minutes of discussion with them both, Nevvie had the green light to do it. It would help take Laurie’s mind off things.


  Not to mention Nevvie welcomed the distraction.


  


  * * * *


  


  They headed out a little after nine, following Nevvie calling home to check in. Tom and Tyler agreed with her plan. “Let’s consider this shopping trip an early birthday present,” Nevvie told Laurie with a smile. With four weeks until her thirteenth birthday, Nevvie didn’t feel guilty about wanting to spoil her little sister, considering all the years they’d missed. “I can make up for all the birthdays we weren’t together.”


  Laurie smiled. “I’m glad you’re here for this one.”


  “Me, too.”


  Hair and nails first. Then lunch at the food court before their shopping began in earnest. Nevvie didn’t just shop for Laurie, but for herself and her sons, too. She bought them clothes, a new video game system to replace the aging one at Peggy’s, along with several games the boys and Laurie would enjoy playing together.


  On a whim, Nevvie asked, “How old is your laptop?”


  “A couple of years old. It’s Mom’s old one. Why?”


  Nevvie grinned. Easier to get forgiveness than permission. “Consider this an early Christmas, too.” She took them to an electronics store where, after looking at several models, Nevvie bought her a mid-line unit that would last the girl a couple of years, at least.


  Then they headed to their last stop. “I asked Dad and Mom about this, and it’s okay with them,” she said as she pulled up in front of the cell phone store. “They are going to have rules on when you can use it, but this is an extra special present from me to you. Okay?”


  She leaned over and hugged Nevvie. “Oh my god, thank you!” she squealed.


  An hour and one new iPhone later, they were back home at Peggy’s. “Goodness gracious,” Peggy commented. “Did you buy out the whole mall?”


  Nevvie grinned. “After what happened in Yellowstone, Tyler pretty much gave me a license to spend.”


  As the women watched Laurie schlep her purchases into the house to her bedroom, Peggy leaned in close to Nevvie. “She doesn’t look as worried as she did this morning. Good job, sugar.”


  “How bad is the storm? Have you been checking on it?”


  Peggy’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “I wish the boys and your folks were up here instead of down there. But I know Tommy would never risk anyone’s safety. If he thinks y’all’s house is safe, it’s safe.” She looked at Nevvie. “Still, it wouldn’t break my heart to have all y’all up here for good, either.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The twins and Clay arrived not too long after Nevvie and Laurie returned. The twins had decided to get their stuff that afternoon because the weather would quickly deteriorate by the next afternoon as Edgar’s outer bands approached their area. After they were settled in their rooms, they gathered with Peggy at the kitchen table.


  “I’m not looking forward to this,” Elle said as she stared at her glass of iced tea.


  Danny nodded in agreement but didn’t speak.


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you this afternoon?” Clay asked.


  “Not that we don’t want you to go, Dad,” Elle said, “but Mom will start in on us whether or not you’re there. It might be worse if you are. You know how she is. I just want to get our stuff and get out of there with as little grief as possible.”


  “I could go with you,” Andrew offered. “I wouldn’t mind.”


  Danny and Elle exchanged a glance. Nevvie stepped in. “He can drive my Pilot. We’ll put the seats down so you can fit more stuff in. It’ll go faster with three people than with two, right?”


  “Are you sure, Grandpa?” Danny asked.


  Nevvie didn’t know if Andrew, Peggy, or herself brightened more over his comment. Nevvie suspected at the rate the family was adopting Andrew that if Peggy didn’t eventually marry him everyone would turn on her.


  He nodded. “Absolutely.”


  “I know I’d really appreciate it,” Clay said.


  “Then it’s settled,” Andrew said. “We’ll go get this done and over with and enjoy what we can of the weekend. It’s liable to get a bit wild outside by Saturday.”


  The twins went to get ready. Peggy hugged Andrew and gave him a kiss. “Thank you, Grandpa,” she said, smiling.


  “It’s quite all right, love.”


  “I’ll get you my keys, Dad,” Nevvie said, unable to contain her pleased grin.


  


  * * * *


  


  After the three of them left, Nevvie went out to the shed with Clay in an attempt to help him straighten it up to make room. As Nevvie soon discovered, he wouldn’t let her help. Instead, he insisted she sit down and stay out of the way.


  “Nevvie, if I let you help me and something happens to those babies, Peggy, Tommy, and Tyler will all kill me. You just sit there and keep me company.”


  “I’m not an invalid!”


  “I know, but I don’t care.” He shuffled boxes of Christmas ornaments around into a neater pile. “You don’t need to be doing this kind of stuff.” The storage shed was actually more of a barn, large enough to hold several cars if it hadn’t already been half full of other things. “Besides, they won’t have that much. And Danny and Dad can help when they get back.”


  Nevvie involuntarily giggled.


  “What?”


  “You called him ‘Dad.’”


  He paused, thoughtful. “Yeah, I guess I did, didn’t I?” He sighed. “It’s been years since I’ve seen Peggy this happy. I’ve been meaning to thank you.”


  “Thank me? For what?”


  “Well, for starters,” he said as he shifted another box, “for not holding what happened against me or against Danny and Elle. I wouldn’t have blamed you one bit if you had. And secondly, for introducing Mom and Andrew to each other.” He moved another box. “She was heartbroken after Adam died.” He paused, deep in thought. “The twins barely remember him. They were so young when we lost him.”


  “I guess it wasn’t easy on anyone, was it?”


  “No. But she refused to lean on us. We tried. You know how stubborn she is, though. She just pushed us away. Put on that big-girl-britches front she has. Didn’t want us fussing over her. Tom even wanted to leave school and come home, and she forbade him to do it. We all hoped one day she’d meet someone else, but she never did. Not for lack of us trying to fix her up.”


  “Let me guess. That didn’t go over very well?”


  He snorted and turned to look at Nevvie. “What do you think? She wrapped herself up in her work and in the family and refused our attempts to get her to live for herself.” He stared out the large bay doors at the house, where Peggy sat on the porch with Harley, Adam, and Mikey. “She’s a good woman. I’m proud to call her ‘Mom.’”


  “Me, too.”


  Less than an hour later, the trio returned, backing their vehicles up to the shed. Nevvie stretched and walked over to where Andrew was getting out of her car. “How’d it go?”


  “Ha!” Elle said, looking glum. “You don’t want to know.”


  Nevvie looked at Andrew. He shook his head at her. She knew that expression. I’ll tell you later.


  “Well, what can I do to help?” Nevvie asked.


  Everyone trundled her out of their way, both annoying and amusing her at the same time. Andrew gently grabbed her arms. “You, house. Now, young lady.”


  Nevvie snorted. “Young lady?”


  “Yes. Go. We’ll be along shortly.” He waved her away with a wink.


  Knowing they would all overrule her, she gave up and headed to the porch to sit with Peggy. “I’ve been run off,” she said. “They won’t let me help.”


  Peggy laughed. “I would hope not, sugar. They ganging up on you?”


  “Of course they are.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. The breeze carried the sharp smell of impending rain.


  “Nice having family to help, isn’t it?”


  Nevvie smiled. “It sure is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler fought the urge to pace through the house. Their preparations were complete. All he could do was watch the weather. Writing was out of the question with his nerves shot and the house feeling more like the Fortress of Impending Doom than a home.


  By four o’clock, he couldn’t take it any longer.


  “I’m going to run check the mail one last time,” he said as he grabbed a cloth grocery sack.


  “Right now?” Tom asked.


  “It’s barely raining,” Tyler snapped a little more sharply than he’d intended. “Just some drizzle and a little wind,” he said, his voice gentling. “We might not be able to get back over there for days.”


  Tom carefully eyed him, but didn’t object. “All right, buddy. Just be careful.”


  “I will.”


  Ironically, other than last-minute lines at gas stations, the streets of Tampa seemed eerily still. The traffic was far lighter than he could ever remember seeing it that time of day.


  The air, muggy and sticky despite the stiffening breeze, felt oppressive, dangerous. With relief, he found the post office lobby still unlocked. He hurried in to their box.


  As he thumbed through the mail, he stopped at an envelope from the state of Florida. When he ripped it open, a broad grin creased his face.


  He dumped the rest of the mail into the sack, locked the box, and returned to his car. There, he carefully tucked the concealed weapons license into his wallet, between his car insurance card and his voter’s registration card, so it was hidden from view. He’d have to look into getting one for Georgia, too, as soon as he could. He knew from the information the state provided him that Georgia allowed for reciprocity, but he didn’t want to do anything to run afoul of the law in case they changed that status.


  He popped the truck lid, walked around to it, and removed the gun from its locked case. He removed the trigger lock, loaded a full clip into it, and tucked it into the holster that clipped to the back waistband of his pants. Back in the car, he put the gun and holster into the center console. It would be uncomfortable to wear while driving.


  But when he wasn’t…


  That bloody bastard won’t get another chance.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie, Clay, Peggy, and Andrew sat up and watched the storm’s progress. Edgar had slowed its forward movement, but its course remained unchanged. It meant the storm would take longer to hit land, giving residents more time to prepare.


  It also meant a risk that the monster storm would draw even more energy from the warm Gulf waters. And it meant once the most destructive winds hit shore, they would batter the region for a longer period of time, increasing damage.


  “Okay, Dad. Tell us what happened this afternoon.” She’d been dying for the twins to go to bed so she could ask him.


  He let out a sigh. “I supposed, after my dealings with my ex-wife, that I shouldn’t be surprised by human nature.” He pursed his lips as he gathered his thoughts. “For someone proclaiming herself to be spiritual, Emily certainly carries quite a lot of venom in her heart.”


  Clay frowned. “That bad?”


  “I’m afraid so. I’ll spare you the specifics, but she tried even my nearly infinite patience. Elle was practically in tears by the time we finished. I thought I was going to have to order Danny out of the house. He did surprisingly well at ignoring Emily while she browbeat him. But when she turned her attention to Elle, he wanted to defend his sister. Very admirable, but I didn’t want him getting into a physical altercation with his mother.”


  “He’s a good brother,” Clay said. “He’s always stuck up for Elle.”


  “Did she say anything to you, Dad?” Nevvie asked.


  “Oh, I’m sure she did, but I pretended she wasn’t even there. She paid me little attention when she realized she wasn’t going to get any sort of rise out of me.”


  “Maybe she’s got a brain tumor,” Nevvie snarked. “Doesn’t that make people act completely whacked?”


  “I wish,” Clay said. “I could forgive a lot if that was the case. Unfortunately, I think with all the sisters turning their backs on her and refusing to side with her, she’s decided to turn to the only people who would give her any sympathy.” He shook his head. “She’s been like that as long as I’ve known her. She clings to those who reaffirm her own beliefs. Once I stopped yes-dearing her and called her to the carpet for what she did, she turned on me, too.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore,” Andrew said. “It’s finished. I did tell Danny and Elle to try to keep open minds and open hearts. To try to approach her again in the future to see if she would change her outlook.”


  “Good luck with that,” Peggy said. “That girl has a harder head than all my other kids put together twice, and then some. She always tried to get her way, bossing them around, trying to keep them in line. I can’t tell you how many times Adam or I had to step in and tell her to quit being so pushy.”


  “Like Dad said, it’s done with,” Nevvie said. “We’re a family, and we’ve got a lot to be thankful for. I’m not wasting any more time on her. One of these days, she’ll have her day of reckoning when the karma bus hits her.”


  They couldn’t take their eyes off the TV. Around midnight, Nevvie finally stood. “I’m going to bed. Don’t know if I’ll get any sleep, but sitting here isn’t helping me any.”


  “Good night, love,” Andrew said.


  Peggy sat next to him on the sofa, looking comfortable snuggled against his side. “Good night, sugar. See you in the morning.”


  Nevvie barely stifled her pleased smile as she went to her room, taking Harley with her. At least one good thing would come out of all of this. Peggy and Andrew made a cute couple.


  She curled up in bed with the little dog and tried with little success to clear her mind and sleep.


  I miss my guys.


  Chapter Six


  


  Tyler and Tom had a full house. Tyler didn’t mind under the circumstances, because it meant he wouldn’t have to worry about their safety.


  It also made it feel less gloomy inside despite how much he missed Nevvie and the boys.


  Throughout Thursday night, as the winds gradually picked up and the outer rain bands began sweeping through, everyone sat in the living room and watched the weather radar. Edgar had slowed to a torturous crawl of less than three miles per hour. With every update, the National Hurricane Center adjusted their eyewall landfall prediction later and later.


  Now, it looked like they wouldn’t see the worst weather until at least sometime late Friday morning.


  The power flickered once before midnight, but didn’t go out completely. Kyle and Jacob seemed especially nervous, having spent most of their lives growing up in Sheridan, Wyoming, despite being born in Florida. Tom-Tom, Pete and Eddie’s yellow Lab, sat on the floor between the two young men. They both pet him, apparently drawing comfort from the dog’s presence.


  When Pete couldn’t hide his yawns any longer, he stood and stretched. “I’m hitting the sack. Wake me up if the apocalypse is about to kill us,” he joked before walking down the hall.


  Kelly had enough as well. She kissed John good-night. “Me, too.” Kelly and John had the pull-out couch in Tom’s office. Pete and Eddie had the guest room, and Jacob and Kyle had air mattresses on the floor in the nursery. Eventually, Eddie and Jacob both gave up the vigil and went to bed.


  Around one o’clock in the morning, Tom patted Tyler’s shoulder. “I can’t keep my eyes open,” he said. “Edgar’s coming whether we like it or not. I’m going to try to get some sleep before it gets wild and wooly in the morning. You coming?”


  Tyler shook his head. “I’d rather not. I’ll stay up and watch the weather.”


  “It’s okay. I’m staying up,” Kyle volunteered. “You go to bed.”


  John overruled them both. “You guys all need to get to sleep. I’ll come wake you up at six and then get some sleep myself. I spent my fair share on all-night watches. I’m used to it.” John had just recently retired from the air force.


  Tyler wanted to argue, but decided maybe he was right. “I’ll be right there, Tom,” he said. “I need to go shut down my computer.” He stepped into the office and headed for his desk. Yes, he had to shut down his computer.


  He also had to lock the gun in his file cabinet. He’d worn it in the back holster all night. With both tasks complete, he followed Tom to bed.


  When Tyler crawled into bed next to him, Tom rolled to face him and hooked a leg around his.


  “You okay, buddy?” Tom asked. “You’ve acted odd all night.”


  “I’m worried.”


  Tom kissed him. “Let me unworry you,” he said.


  “I think you already used that line on me once this week, love.”


  “Yeah, I’m not a completely brain-damaged asshole. I believe in sticking with what works.” He slipped a hand behind Tyler’s head and kissed him again, allowing no escape.


  Tyler felt his lover’s cock harden between them. His own traitorously willful member responded to the call as Tom’s tongue slid into his mouth. Silky hot, Tom tasted and teased, flicking over Tyler’s teeth, demanding an answer.


  Who am I kidding? He could never resist Tom when he took control like that. He softly moaned into Tom’s mouth and ground his hips against him, their cocks rubbing together. Tom’s free hand slipped between them, grabbing both their cocks and slowly stroking even as his tongue still teased and tormented Tyler’s.


  Tyler’s eyes dropped closed as his passion took over. Tom’s hand, warm and deliciously squeezing, worked up and down their shafts.


  “That’s it, buddy,” Tom said. “We’ll do it quick and dirty and we’ll both sleep better. You just let me take care of everything.” Tyler felt him reach back. Then a moment later came the sensation of him drizzling lube over their cocks.


  Tyler softly moaned at the increased pleasure as Tom fisted both their cocks and stroked harder, faster.


  Tom hooked his free arm under Tyler’s neck and around his shoulders, holding him tightly. Tyler couldn’t help but rock his hips in time with Tom’s strokes.


  “That’s it,” Tom said. “You’re gonna come real hard for me.” Tom covered Tyler’s mouth with his, giving no quarter, taking what he wanted.


  Tyler knew he wouldn’t last long like this, not with the insistent way Tom’s hand milked their cocks together.


  As Tom hugged him tighter still, Tyler felt the freedom to let go to his lover. When Tyler felt his balls draw up tight, he knew he was close.


  “That’s it. I can feel how close you are,” Tom said. “Come hard for me.” Tom stroked harder, faster, his own cock hot, living steel pressed against Tyler’s shaft as he fucked Tyler’s mouth with his tongue.


  Without even trying to hold back, Tyler felt his juices explode up through his cock. Tom’s moans answered his as he felt the other man’s cock pulse and throb against him, their cum coating both of their bodies. His hand fell still and his tongue changed from invasive to gentle explorations. As they caught their breath, Tom’s other hand slid up Tyler’s back and fisted in his hair.


  Tom lifted his mouth from Tyler’s. “Cleanup time, buddy,” he whispered. “Who’s my good boy?”


  Tyler opened his mouth wide, moaning softly as Tom’s fingers slid between his lips. He eagerly sucked, smiling inwardly that Tom had used the edible blueberry-flavored lube. He spent long, satisfying minutes licking his hand clean before sitting up and pushing Tom back so he could lick their mixed seed off his lover’s belly.


  Tom stroked Tyler’s hair. “Such a good boy,” he whispered.


  Tyler crawled up the bed and kissed him. “Thank you, Sir.” After a quick trip to the bathroom for a dry towel and a warm, wet washcloth, he cleaned up, wiped down Tom, then curled back in bed with him.


  Tom slung an arm around him. “Think you can sleep now?” His voice already sounded drowsy, drifting.


  “I’m sure I will, love.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Even with Harley’s comforting warmth snuggled in bed with her, Nevvie got little sleep. She turned the Weather Channel on again and couldn’t help watching Edgar’s inexorable progress toward Tampa. Before dawn arrived, she walked Harley, started a pot of coffee, and took a mug into the living room to watch the weather on the big TV.


  Laurie walked out in her pj’s. Without a word, she curled up on the couch with Nevvie. She hugged Harley to her chest while Nevvie hugged Laurie to hers.


  Nevvie had vowed she wouldn’t spend the whole day watching and worrying, but she couldn’t help it.


  


  * * * *


  


  The power went out a little after 5:00 a.m. Friday morning and didn’t come back on. Tom waited, counting, then relaxing when the whole-house genny eventually kicked in and took over. He sat up and got out of bed and, with John’s help, started walking around the house, unplugging everything that didn’t need to be plugged in. The less drain on the genny, the longer the propane would last.


  “Is the cable still on?” Tom asked John.


  “Yes, surprisingly.”


  “All our lines are buried in the development. I expected to lose electric because of the feeder lines going down, but cable might stay up longer.” He picked up the house phone. Silence met him. “Landlines are down.” He picked up his cell phone from where he left it on the counter to charge and called Tyler’s phone. He waited, staring at Tyler’s phone on the counter. Finally, after three rings, Tyler’s phone began to ring. He immediately silenced it. “Wonder how long cell towers will last?”


  “Probably not much longer,” John said. He’d turned the TV and cable box back on and pointed at the radar image. Across the bottom of the screen, a crawler scrolled with information about various neighborhoods. “It’s a strong Cat 4, with Cat 5 gusts at the eyewall. Now they’re saying the eyewall isn’t going to make landfall until sometime late this afternoon.”


  “Shit.” Outside, the wind was already rushing past the metal storm shutters, punctuated by howling gusts. “We’re in for a long day.”


  “They said there’s flooding reported in a lot of places. Including Town ’n’ Country.”


  “I’m sorry,” Tom said.


  John shrugged. “Not much I can do about it. We’ve got insurance.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I’m going to tell Nevvie to go ahead and get Laurie registered for school up there. There’s no reason to drag her back down here when I don’t even know where we’re going to live.”


  “Well, for starters, you always have here,” Tom insisted. “And we don’t know for sure your house will be badly damaged.”


  “During the four-o’clock report, they had a reporter out on Tampa Road, less than a half mile from our house. He had water up to his knees. He was standing in the middle of the road.”


  “Oh. Shit.”


  “Yeah. Exactly. In my head, I think I’ve already written it off as a total loss. The good thing is, we’re used to moving. Kelly grabbed the important stuff like pictures and keepsakes that we can’t replace. We can buy more furniture and clothes and crap like that.” He patted Tom on the arm. “Since you’re up, I’m going to try to grab some sleep. Wake me if you need me.”


  Tom stared at the radar picture on the TV. Edgar was a weather monster of truly Frankenstein proportions. The newscaster repeated the very thought running through Tom’s mind.


  “…and this is the worst-case scenario emergency officials have been warning residents of for years. If you haven’t evacuated yet, officials say you must hunker down in place and wait out the storm. Fire rescue will not be dispatched after six o’clock this morning due to the high winds. If you are experiencing flooding, try to evacuate vertically into your attic, but make sure you have a means to escape if the water reaches that high. Officials recommend taking an ax or sledgehammer and breaking a hole in the roof for escape…”


  Tom heavily sat on the sofa and watched.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler cooked breakfast for everyone. The cable blipped out for a minute a little after eight in the morning, but came back on. Tom wondered how many more of those blips would happen before they lost it for good. They still had water pressure, and had stocked ten five-gallon jugs in the garage, as well as several flats of bottled water. Their three rain barrels in the yard were likely already overflowing, and if necessary, they could use that for flushing toilets.


  There wasn’t much they could do but wait and worry. Tom walked the house, checking for roof leaks. Around four in the afternoon, he used the ladder to crawl up into the attic access and shone a flashlight around. So far, so good.


  But they hadn’t even experienced the worst of the storm’s wrath yet. Latest predictions put the eye making landfall around eight that night. And they still had to survive the back side of the storm. The eyewall had grown in size and developed a classic “stadium” look on satellite. Which fascinated the hell out of the weather forecasters, but it sucked for those of them stuck riding it out and not in a comfy station hundreds of miles from the destruction.


  The only good thing was it looked like they would miss the eyewall. It was set to cross several miles south and east of them, marginally putting them on the “good” side of the storm.


  Not that there was anything good about a storm this size. Coastal communities all the way south to Ft. Myers were reporting storm surges, although not as devastating as the one hitting the Tampa region. Several shots of downtown Tampa showed streets completely awash and flooding reaching past the first floors of buildings.


  They lost cable a little before four that afternoon. It blipped several times before snow filled the screen. Tom turned it off and unplugged the TV and cable box. “Guess we’re stuck with radio.”


  They put the battery-operated radio in the middle of the coffee table. One of the stations was simulcasting the local NBC affiliate’s storm coverage. Everyone gathered around it, listening as the winds howled outside.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie took little comfort from the frequent texts she received throughout the day from Tom, Tyler, and her parents.


  We’re fine.


  House fine.


  Don’t worry.


  Incredulous, she looked at that text from Tyler. Don’t worry? That was like asking her not to frakking breathe. Pot calling kettle black? she started to text back before deleting it.


  Getting snippy with him wouldn’t help anything.


  She let Adam talk her and Laurie into playing a video game with him, which at least got the radar off the TV and took their minds away from the storm for a little while. Andrew made everyone lunch and brought it out to the living room instead of having them turn the game off and eat in the kitchen.


  After putting Adam and Mikey down for their naps, Nevvie turned the TV back to the weather. Laurie sat with Harley in her lap, hugging him as they watched.


  “Our house is going to be destroyed, isn’t it?” Laurie softly asked.


  Nevvie didn’t know what to say to her. She was too old for false promises. “I don’t know, sweetie.”


  “We’re in the flood zone.” She pointed to a map being displayed on the screen. The Weather Channel was helpfully uplinking the Tampa NBC affiliate’s satellite feed to the world.


  “You sure you girls want to be watching this?” Peggy gently asked.


  “Yes,” they said in unison. Then they smiled at each other before laughing.


  Even Peggy smiled. “I reckon it’s not real hard to see y’all are sisters.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The wind picked up. Tom thought it sounded like a thousand screaming banshees swirling around their house, punctuated by the occasional thud of something hitting one of the shutters. But with the exception of a couple of minor leaks around the plumbing vents, the roof held. He had no way of knowing how many shingles the wind had already ripped off, or how many more they’d lose, but at least the decking remained secure.


  For now.


  For most of the afternoon they played cards and other games, like Scrabble and Monopoly. Tyler made everyone dinner at five. They ate in the living room, gathered around the radio and listening to the newscasters talk about the storm.


  John’s face looked grim. “I don’t expect to find much left when I can eventually get back there.”


  Kelly rested her head against his shoulder, but didn’t say anything.


  “You can stay here as long as you need,” Tom repeated.


  “I wonder how our joint’s doing?” Pete said.


  “You’re probably okay,” Tom said. “You guys have a barrel tile roof. You’ll have some cracked tiles, and your pool cage will be shredded, but the house should be okay.”


  “Thanks for making us stay with you,” Eddie said. “I’d be terrified if we were alone right now.”


  “That’s what family’s for, mate,” Tyler said.


  “The gallery’s gonna be destroyed,” Pete said. He hadn’t spent much time at work since his hospitalization and surgery weeks earlier, but he kept in close contact with his employees. “Thank God I made Dave get a rental truck and drive it over to Orlando. They got everything out except three big pieces. Those were concrete statues, and they might be okay even if they get wet.”


  “I’m sorry, Pete,” Kelly said.


  He shrugged. “What are you gonna do? It’s all insured.”


  “Exactly,” John said.


  “I’m glad we hadn’t got around to remodeling the kitchen yet,” Kelly said.


  “Yeah,” John agreed. “But at least now we can get it done wherever we end up.”


  “You really think the house will be destroyed?”


  “I remember what happened after Katrina. I won’t have you and Laurie living in a place that’s been flooded. If there’s even enough of the house left standing after the flood waters go down. I’m a realist. It’s going to be bad.”


  They all jumped at the sound of something hitting the shutters covering the living room window. Tom-Tom let out a low growl. Jacob and Kyle, not looking very confident themselves, soothed the dog.


  “I know how he feels,” Pete said. “It’s gonna be a long damn night.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Around two o’clock in the morning, Tom and Tyler headed to bed after texting Nevvie one last time. John remained alone in the living room, reading a book and listening to the storm coverage on the radio.


  Tyler walked into the bedroom first. Before he could turn around, Tom had the bedroom door shut behind them and his fist in Tyler’s hair.


  Tyler’s gut fluttered as his cock hardened in anticipation.


  Without a word, Tom marched him over to the bed and pushed him, facedown, over the end of it.


  He leaned in and whispered, “Do not move, boy,” in Tyler’s ear.


  “Yes, Sir!”


  “Eyes closed.”


  Tyler complied.


  He heard Tom walking around, the rustle of clothes as he undressed, then the sounds of him getting things. In the bathroom, he heard the sink run for a few moments. When Tom eventually returned, he knelt over Tyler, pinning him to the bed.


  He reached under Tyler, fumbled for a moment until he got his shorts unfastened, then pushed them and his briefs down his hips.


  “There’s my sweet ass,” Tom said. He leaned over and bit him on each ass cheek, hard, Tyler’s cock throbbing even more from the sweet pain.


  Then Tyler heard the distinctive snick of Tom opening the bottle of lube. He smeared lube along his rim, and then he felt something press against him.


  “Relax,” Tom said. “You know what to do. And this time, you’d better not come.”


  Tom worked the butt plug against his ass, gently but persistently pressing for entrance, slowly, making Tyler squirm with anticipation.


  He fought the urge to rock his hips against Tom’s hand, knowing it would make his cock explode. After a few minutes, Tom had him loosened enough he could slip the butt plug home. Tyler gasped as the widest part passed his rectum, then moaned at the full sensation in his ass.


  Tom played with the base of it, tapping it, pressing on it, covering Tyler’s ass cheeks with playful nips.


  “How’s that feel?”


  “Good, Sir!”


  Tom rose up a little. “Roll over. Hands over your head.”


  Tyler did. As he’d suspected, Tom was completely naked. Tom settled back down over his face this time, with Tyler’s arms pinned with by Tom’s legs.


  “Get busy.”


  Tyler eagerly started licking and sucking, circling Tom’s rim with his tongue and working up his perineum to his balls and back.


  “That’s it,” Tom hissed. “Fuck me with that sweet tongue.”


  Tyler went wild, his mind deep in subspace. He didn’t need pain to get there. Just Tom’s masterful control was enough to free his tethered conscious. He pressed his tongue against the puckered ring of muscle, moaning, desperately wanting to please him.


  “Such a good boy,” Tom whispered.


  Tyler moaned again, unable to help it. His cock throbbed and he knew pre-cum had to be leaking from it. His ass clenched against the butt plug filling him and he wished it was Tom’s hard cock there.


  Tom changed position after a minute. “Now suck my balls, boy.”


  Tyler did, tenderly laving his tongue over Tom’s sac. Tom still kept himself shaved and Tyler loved the way the sensitive bare flesh felt in his mouth. Tom’s scent filled his lungs, his warm, sweet musky self mixed with the soap he’d washed with just a few minutes earlier.


  “You’re so good,” Tom said. He wrapped his hand around Tyler’s cock. “You want to come for me?”


  “Mmhmm!”


  “Ooh, do that again.”


  Tyler stifled an amused chuckle as he hummed against Tom’s sac.


  “Oh, fuck yeah, buddy. That’s great. Don’t stop.” He squeezed Tyler’s cock, hard, making Tyler moan even louder.


  When Tom rose up again, Tyler whined, making Tom laugh. “Hush. I’m not done yet.” He adjusted his position to lie on top of Tyler, his cock in Tyler’s mouth. “That’s what you really want, isn’t it? To suck my balls dry and fill your belly with my cum?”


  “Mmhmm!” Tyler eagerly swallowed him, wishing he could also use his hands and simultaneously enjoying that he was helplessly pinned under his lover’s body.


  Then he felt warm breath on his own cock. “You can come, but don’t you dare stop what you’re doing until I say you can.” Then Tom engulfed Tyler’s cock with his mouth.


  Tyler deeply moaned. Tom started fucking Tyler’s mouth, hard and fast, as he sucked Tyler’s cock.


  Tyler realized he could do little more than lie there and take it, and enjoy it. He curled his lips around Tom’s cock, flicking it as best he could with his tongue, Tom’s balls bouncing into his nose at the bottom of each thrust.


  Tom used one hand to press on the butt plug as he deep-throated Tyler. Tyler felt his balls draw up tight, and even though he tried to hold back, he exploded with a muffled cry in Tom’s mouth.


  Tom fucked him harder, faster, until his cock started throbbing and pulsing against Tyler’s tongue. Tyler started swallowing before the first hot jet of cum spurted out of his cock and down his throat.


  Tom fell still with a shudder, gasping, still holding Tyler’s cock with one hand.


  When he recovered, he rolled off Tyler and lay there next to him on the bed. “Better?” he finally asked.


  “Uh-huh.”


  Tom thumped the butt plug. “What’d you say?”


  Tyler laughed. “Sorry, Sir. Yes, Sir.”


  “Hmm. Maybe I should make you wear this all night.”


  “That’s completely up to you, Sir.”


  “Then again, you might enjoy that and try to hump me all night.”


  Tyler snickered.


  “Eh, go take it out and get cleaned up.” He yawned. “I think we need to get some sleep anyway.”


  “Right.” He managed to get to his feet. He kicked off his shorts and briefs and pulled off his shirt before leaning in and kissing Tom. “Thank you, love.”


  Tom grabbed him and pulled him in for another one. “I’m sorry I didn’t know all this stuff a lot sooner. I’m sorry you didn’t feel you could tell me.”


  Tyler sat next to him on the bed, mindful of the plug still in his ass. “That wasn’t any failing on your part, love. Truly. I thought when I fell in love with you that none of that mattered anymore. You were all that I wanted and needed. Then when we met Nevvie, I still didn’t see it as something I needed. I never realized how much I missed it.”


  Tom laced his fingers through Tyler’s and kissed his hand. “Well I’m liking this side of the whip, as it were.” He pointed to his own necklace, where the little lock always kept it on his neck. “Maybe we need a matching set of these.” His brown eyes studied Tyler. “If you want to. We already know Nevvie doesn’t mind.”


  Tyler leaned in and kissed him. “It’s a lovely idea.”


  Before he could sit up again, Tom grabbed the back of his head and fisted his hand in his hair again. “What’d you say, boy?”


  Tyler smiled. “I meant it’s a lovely idea, Sir, and that I would be proud to wear your collar.”


  Tom grinned. “That’s more like it. That’s my good boy.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Nevvie’s nervous stomach early Saturday morning had nothing to do with morning sickness. She managed to down two pieces of toast and some peppermint tea at Andrew’s insistence before she joined Peggy on the porch. Inside, Laurie, the twins, Clay, and Andrew were all trying to keep Adam and Mikey occupied with a new video game.


  “You all right, sugar?” Peggy asked.


  “I guess.” Nevvie leaned back in her chair and propped her feet up on the porch railing. They wouldn’t be able to sit outside much longer. The first of Edgar’s outer bands, robbed of power but still ripe with rain, had already blustered through the area. The overcast skies were already darkening again to the southwest as the next rain band closed in on them. Gusts of winds stronger than the stiff breeze set the pine trees surrounding the property dancing in nature’s own version of a coordinated flash mob. The storm’s track would take the eye across Florida and out into the Atlantic somewhere near St. Augustine. That meant lots of rain and gusty winds for Savannah, but hopefully no flooding.


  “The boys are fine,” Peggy said, echoing Nevvie’s thoughts. “There’s no need to worry about them.”


  “I haven’t received a text from them since 2:00 a.m., when they went to bed.”


  “You know that doesn’t mean anything. They might still be asleep, sugar. Or cell towers might be down.”


  “I know.”


  Inside, Nevvie heard Adam’s excited squeal over leveling up in the game.


  “That was a good idea, getting the new game,” Peggy said.


  “I bought a bunch of DVDs for them, too. I just can’t believe they’re awake this early. It’s unreal.”


  “It’s the storm. They also sense our stress.”


  “I guess.”


  “I actually don’t mind storms.” Peggy’s gaze focused somewhere in the distance. “Whether they’re afternoon thunderstorms or big storms like this.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “They remind me of my place.”


  “Huh?”


  Peggy didn’t respond at first. “We think we’re in charge of our lives. But we’re not. A storm is a good reminder of that. Storms always end. And on the other side, the weather gets better. It’s a fine analogy for life. Some storms just take longer than others. Sometimes, you don’t even realize you’re still in the storm until you happen to look up and see the sky turning blue again.” She looked at Nevvie. “Even Edgar can’t take away the clear blue skies in my life right now.”


  Nevvie reached out a hand to her. Peggy took hers and squeezed. Together, they sat on the porch and watched the weather roll in.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom lay in bed, his hands laced behind his head, and stared at the darkened ceiling. While he hadn’t fallen deeply asleep, he had managed to nap off and on throughout the night. Every little noise outside had woke him up.


  He didn’t want to put a light on despite the blackness inside the room. He knew from their bedside clock that it was nearly seven in the morning, but the wind still howled outside. They were on the back side of the storm, and hopefully the weather should only improve from that point on, but he wasn’t setting foot outside the house until the wind died down more.


  Tyler softly snored next to him, on his side and cuddled tightly against Tom. Tom wanted to get up, but he didn’t want to awaken Tyler. He knew Tyler hadn’t slept well during the night, and if he got up, Tyler certainly would, too.


  At least it appeared the roof had held. And none of the storm shutters, or the garage door bracing, had given way. But from the leaks around the attic vents, they’d be looking at some roof repairs, no doubt about it.


  I hope the cars aren’t completely trashed. He had no illusions that their vehicles had probably sustained impact damage from debris. He wondered if the glass was intact, or if the interiors of the vehicles had become drenched by wind-driven rains.


  Carefully, so he didn’t awaken Tyler, he reached to the bedside table for his phone and tried to send Nevvie a text. After a few seconds, his phone vibrated and a message popped up.


  Text failed.


  Shit. He tried again with the same results. Well, answers that question. Until cell or landline phone service was restored, they were effectively cut off from the world with nothing but the radio for their information.


  He heard someone up and moving out in the kitchen. As slowly and carefully as he could, he attempted to extricate himself from Tyler’s grasp. Tyler still stirred.


  “It’s okay, buddy,” Tom said. “Just going to the bathroom.”


  “Okay,” Tyler mumbled before rolling over.


  Tom did use the bathroom and was happy to see at least they still had water pressure. When he carefully walked through the bedroom, Tyler was softly snoring again.


  Good. He needs it. He silently closed the door behind him and went out to the kitchen.


  Kelly was rummaging through the cabinets.


  “What are you looking for?”


  She stifled a small scream before turning and laughing. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You scared me. Where do you keep the coffee filters?”


  “Over here.” He helped her find everything, and she started making coffee. “Did you get any sleep?” he asked her.


  She shook her head. “Not much. John finally fell asleep about an hour ago. You?”


  Tom shrugged. “It’ll only get better from here on out. I can take a nap later once I see what the outside looks like.”


  “John said for me not to expect we’ll be able to get over to our house today or even tomorrow.”


  “I’m sorry. With all the power lines that will be down, plus storm debris, it’s better you don’t. Plus there still might be flooding.”


  “That’s what he said. That we’d probably get four flat tires if we went too soon.”


  “He’s right.” He leaned against the counter and scrubbed his face with his hands. “I did buy a couple of patch kits, though. Make sure he takes one with him.”


  She stepped over to him and hugged him. “I can’t begin to tell you how much we appreciate this.”


  He hugged her back. “It’s okay, Mom. We’re happy to have you here.”


  When he looked, her eyes were too bright, as if she was close to tears. “I also wanted to tell you how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for Nevvie. I can see how much you two obviously love her. I don’t care what anyone else thinks, you boys saved her life more than once. And we’ll always regret not finding her sooner. But we’re not kidding when we say you’re like sons to us.”


  He blushed. “Aw, it’s okay, Mom. You don’t have to thank us.”


  “It’s just… Well, John and I were alone for so long. Neither of us wanted anything to do with our families. And when Laurie came along, we felt badly that she didn’t have any other family. Now, despite the current circumstances, it’s still like a dream come true.” She frowned. “Although I think John is sort of hoping that Alex guy shows up here so John can personally take a whack at him.”


  Tom grimly smiled. “He’s not the only one, Mom. Believe me. He’d have to get in line behind me and Ty.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They took their coffee into the living room and turned on the radio. The announcers were busy listing a series of neighborhoods still underwater from storm surge.


  “…and Davis Island will remain closed to everything except emergency traffic. Residents will not be allowed back on the island until emergency officials have completed their search and rescue efforts and declare it safe. Tampa General Hospital is closed until further notice. Please call 813-555-8632 for more information if you have a family member who was a patient there. All patients were transferred to other hospitals before the storm. Most of the Town ’n’ Country area, from just south of Waters Avenue and east of Sheldon Road, is still under several feet of storm surge, including areas…”


  Tom felt his jaw gape. “Holy crap,” he whispered. “That’s just…unbefuckinglievable.”


  Kelly looked resigned as she sipped her coffee. “Well, as John said, at least we were used to moving. Over the years I got to where if I had to, I could have us packed in little more than a five-by-eight trailer.”


  Tyler appeared in the hallway and yawned. “There you are.” He walked over to the couch and sat next to Tom. “How bad?”


  “Bad. We’ll be one of the lucky ones.”


  Tyler listened with them for a few more minutes. “Bloody hell,” he said as the newscaster listed more damage. “That’s bloody unbelievable.”


  The wind began to noticeably die down from its previous fury before noon. It was still breezy and gusty, but without the howling undertone they’d uncomfortably grown accustomed to. During a break in the rain, Tom risked unlocking and opening the front door.


  “Well, it’s safe to go out. I think.”


  Everyone walked out behind him. Tom-Tom, dragging Eddie on the leash, found the closest bush and lifted his leg with unmistakable relief. The poor dog, despite having newspaper on the guest bathroom floor, had held his bladder for over twelve hours.


  Tree limbs and palm fronds littered the neighborhood. Tom immediately began walking around the house, trying to see the roof. There were patches of shingles missing, but fewer than he’d feared. Around them, houses had various degrees of damage from just missing shingles, all the way to one older house where the roof had been stripped all the way down to the bare plywood decking.


  Part of their back fence had fallen under the force of the wind, and their neighbor’s tree had demolished another part of it, but other than that, they’d escaped major damage.


  The cars, however, were a different story. His truck and Tyler’s car, both parked closest to the garage, were relatively unscathed except for some minor dents and dings on the roofs and sides. The passenger window of John’s truck had been struck by debris. A spiderweb of cracks had spread through the tempered glass, but the window remained in place.


  “Must have happened on the back side of the storm,” John mused. “Otherwise, the whole window would have blown in if it’d been like that through the worst of it.” Kelly’s car had several larger dents on the exposed driver’s side, but all the glass was intact.


  “Probably,” Tom agreed.


  Pete and Eddie’s windshield had been blown in by what looked like a piece of roofing tile from the neighbor’s house. Jacob’s and Kyle’s cars both had glass and cosmetic damage. All the cars were plastered with leaves and grass blown by the wind.


  Next door, the hood of their neighbor’s car had been crushed by a palm tree.


  “Glad that’s not our palm,” Tyler mumbled to Tom.


  He nodded. “Yeah, aren’t you glad I stopped you from planting any along the driveway?”


  “You’re brilliant, love.”


  “When do you want to get up on the roof to take a look?” John asked Tom.


  “Not until the wind dies down.” Another spate of rain started, sending everyone back to the house. “And not until that stuff quits, either.”


  Tom tried turning on the cable, but it was still out. That didn’t surprise him, considering the levels of damage being reported by the news, but he’d hoped it might be on.


  “Well, what do we do now?” Tyler asked.


  Tom realized everyone stared at him. When did I become the leader? “There’s not much we can do right now. Pete and Eddie can’t go home until we know their power’s back on. And their car’s a mess anyway. John and Kelly can’t even try going home until possibly tomorrow at the earliest. Kyle and Jacob don’t need to leave, and they probably don’t have power anyway. I say we stay put and break out the cards again.”


  Nobody argued with him.


  


  * * * *


  


  The weather in Savannah deteriorated Saturday morning and throughout the afternoon as bands of rain trained through the area, one after another. By late afternoon, it looked so dark outside it resembled evening. While it was windy, according to local weather reports, the gusts only reached up to fifty miles an hour in their area. That was little comfort to Nevvie who tried her best not to pace the house and attempt to text the guys every few minutes.


  They didn’t lose power, even though several neighborhoods in the area did, including Clay’s apartment complex.


  “Thanks, Grandma,” Elle said. “I’m glad you made us come here.”


  “I suspected it would happen. There are just way too many old trees in your neighborhood. It wasn’t hard for me to make the call. And this way I don’t have to worry about you.”


  Peggy took control of the TV and had Adam show her how to play one of his video games. Nevvie sat on the couch with Andrew and watched Danny and Adam take on Laurie and Peggy. Mikey sat in Elle’s lap on the floor next to them and babbled at the screen.


  Andrew leaned in close. “If you keep staring at your phone like that, it’s liable to burst into flames at any moment.”


  “I know. I’m sorry. I can’t help it.” She laid it facedown on the couch next to her, but kept her hand on it so she could feel if it vibrated when a call came in.


  “I would tell you not to worry, although I understand. I’m worried about them, too. They’ll be fine.”


  The thought crossed her mind that he couldn’t possibly be as worried as she was when a duh moment hit her. Tyler was his son. Peggy and Andrew had to be just as worried as she was. If it were her kids in the path of danger, she’d be ripping her hair out.


  She took a deep breath and handed him her phone. “Here. You babysit it for me, please.”


  He arched an eyebrow quizzically at her but didn’t protest.


  She moved to the floor to sit behind Adam and Danny. “Hey, kiddo. How about showing your mom how to play this game?”


  Adam paused the game and turned to her with a huge smile. “You want to play, too, Mommy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yay!”


  By dinnertime, Nevvie hadn’t managed to calm her nerves any, but she’d forced herself not to go online and watch news reports from Tampa about the destruction. It wouldn’t help her, and it wouldn’t help Tom and Tyler. All it would do would be to send her ever closer to breaking down and crying in front of Adam, which she desperately didn’t want to do.


  When she went to tuck Adam and Mikey into bed, Adam grabbed her hand. With a very solemn-sounding voice he said, “Don’t worry, Mommy. Daddy and Poppa are fine. They’re smart.”


  Nevvie forced a smile she didn’t feel. She didn’t want to tell her child that intelligence had nothing to do with surviving a storm. “I know, baby.”


  “They’ll call tomorrow,” Adam said with certainty, nodding his head. “They will. You wait and see.”


  “I hope you’re right, baby.” She hugged him and kissed both boys good-night. Then she said good night to everyone else before going to bed herself with Harley on her heels.


  Instead of the Weather Channel, she found a movie channel playing a Cary Grant marathon. She put that on, then took the remote control into the bathroom and left it there so she wouldn’t be tempted to get out of bed and change the channel.


  Then she curled up with Harley and cried herself to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  With everyone helping, it hadn’t taken long for Tom and Tyler to clean up their yard. They pitched in and helped a couple of their neighbors as well. After dinner, everyone was exhausted. Tom bid everyone good night and headed for their room, Tyler behind him.


  Tyler followed Tom into the shower, grabbing a bottle of lube before he did.


  “Is that a hint?” Tom asked.


  Tyler pressed him against the wall. “Yes, in a way, love. Although I was hoping perhaps you were in the mood to bottom tonight.”


  Tom kissed him as his cock hardened against Tyler’s abs. “Is that a good enough answer for you?”


  “Absolutely, love.” Tyler spun Tom around so he faced the back wall.


  Tom splayed his fingers against the cool tile. He closed his eyes and spread his legs so Tyler would have better access.


  Tyler slipped his fingers into the seam of Tom’s ass, gently probing. “I’m not the only one who likes being fucked here, am I?”


  Despite the steamy shower, the tone and timbre of Tyler’s voice sent a pleasant shiver through his body. “No, Sir,” he softly said.


  Tyler’s fingers disappeared only for a moment before they were back and covered with lube. Taking his time, Tyler slowly pressed against Tom’s dark hole, spreading a generous amount of lube there before easing a finger in past his tight ring.


  Tom softly moaned. His hips involuntarily flexed, trying to urge him in deeper.


  “I know, love. Feels so good, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Tyler played with him for a minute before withdrawing his finger. When Tom moaned in disappointment, Tyler playfully swatted him on the ass. “Patience, love.” He added more lube and pressed two fingers into his ass.


  “Yes!” Tom let his head drop. His cock throbbed, standing rigidly erect away from his body. Every nerve ending in his ass screamed for a good, hard fucking.


  Tyler added more lube and a third finger, this time deliberately playing with Tom’s sweet spot.


  “Don’t come yet, love,” Tyler warned.


  “Yes, Sir!”


  “You have such a lovely arse, Thomas,” Tyler whispered. “I love knowing I’m the only man who’s ever fucked you here.” He brushed his fingers against Tom’s gland again, making him gasp as he struggled not to come.


  “Yes, I know, my sweet pet. It feels so good, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes, Sir!” He knew his voice approached a desperate whine and he didn’t care. It was all he could do to keep from coming.


  “Are you close to coming?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Tyler’s fingers disappeared. Tom didn’t have long to think about the emptiness, because Tyler’s slicked cock quickly replaced them.


  “Is that better? Is that what you wanted?”


  “Yes, Sir.” His fingers curled against his palms. He caught his bottom lip under his teeth and breathed, wanting to be a good boy for him, wanting to hold back his near-desperate need to come.


  Tyler took his sweet time sinking his cock all the way into Tom’s ass. Once his entire shaft was completely fisted inside him, he slowly started fucking him. “Nice and slow, love. Don’t you dare come until I tell you to.”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  It felt better than good having Tyler fuck him. He loved the way Tyler’s body pressed against his, how his thighs rubbed the backs of his legs.


  “Get ready,” Tyler grunted. “I won’t last long.”


  Tom gritted his teeth, struggling to hold back. Every stroke hit his prostate on the way in and out, deliciously sweet torture.


  He felt Tyler’s fingers dig into his hips. “Now!”


  Tom gasped with relief as his balls tightened, swelling before pumping his juices all over the shower wall. Inside him, Tyler’s cock hardened before he felt it pumping.


  Tyler fell still leaning against his back, both of them breathing hard. “Did you make it over, love?”


  Tom laughed. “Um, yeah. Good thing we’re in the shower. I made a mess.”


  Tyler peeked around him and chuckled. “I suppose I could make you lick that up, but I suspect you’re as worn out as I am.” He carefully withdrew and washed himself off.


  Straightening, Tom turned to him and enveloped him in his arms. “Thanks, buddy. I needed that.”


  Tyler engulfed him in his embrace. “I suspected. It’s nice being able to let go sometimes.”


  “Yeah.” He closed his eyes and rested his head against Tyler’s shoulder as the warm spray sluiced over them. “It sure is.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Sunday morning dawned breezy, but only partly cloudy. With relief, Tom watched patches of brilliantly blue sky exposed by the high, scudding clouds passing overhead. As he stood outside, he was startled to hear the emergency generator kick off.


  Dammit. I know I checked the propane. We had plenty.


  He started around the corner of the house to check on it when he heard Tyler’s excited shout from the garage. “Power’s back on, love!”


  He resisted smacking himself in the forehead. Of course. The generator shut down when the power was restored.


  Tom returned to the garage, where Tyler was helping Jacob and Kyle with the shutters. “What about cable?” They hadn’t checked it yet that morning.


  Kelly stuck her head out the garage door. “TV’s back on!”


  They all rushed inside, where John, Pete, Eddie, and Kelly were watching the local NBC affiliate.


  On the screen, a helicopter broadcast aerial shots of what Tom recognized as Davis Island.


  “Holy fuck,” he whispered.


  The helicopter pilot narrated. “And as you can see, guys, this is just…” His voice choked. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life, except for Charley and Andrew. Or the pictures we all saw of Katrina. There isn’t a single structure on the island, or along the entire Bayshore Boulevard region, that wasn’t flooded.


  Many houses had collapsed. Others still standing, or partially standing, had severe roof damage if they even had a roof left. Cars not removed from the island had been washed into the streets and into buildings and houses. Planes not moved from the Peter O. Knight Airport had either been flipped over, destroyed, or shoved across the runways and into nearby streets and homes.


  The helicopter made a turn and showed Tampa General Hospital, located on the island. As the pilot zoomed in, they could see where the floodwaters had engulfed the entire second floor of the building before receding somewhat. Windows had been blown or washed out all throughout the building.


  “All the staff and patients from Tampa General were evacuated before the storm and moved to other facilities and shelters throughout the region. As you can see, it looks like the hospital isn’t going to be usable anytime in the near future.”


  The view changed again, showing search and rescue dog teams staging at the base of the bridge where it connected to the island. “Emergency officials have reported recovering eight bodies from the island so far. Only twenty-five percent of the structures on the island have been searched as of yet.”


  The picture switched to a studio view, two grim-looking anchors sitting at the desk. The man said, “Thank you, Dave. Those are sad numbers. And as we reported earlier, several residents who didn’t evacuate took shelter during the storm in the hospital, breaking in and trying to stay above the water during twelve harrowing hours.”


  The picture changed again to an on-the-scene interview with one of them.


  Kelly stood and walked toward the kitchen. “I’m going to fix us breakfast. I can’t watch any more of that.”


  “I’ll help you,” Eddie said. “My stomach can’t take that, either.”


  Tom exchanged a knowing glance with John.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie tried off and on to call Tom and Tyler without success throughout Sunday morning. She didn’t like the reports she saw on the national news and the Weather Channel. From the looks of things, Tampa resembled a cross between Homestead post-Andrew, and New Orleans following Katrina.


  Every time she called she got an automated “all circuits busy” message. The same thing happened if she tried calling John’s and Kelly’s numbers, or Jacob and Kyle. Or even Pete and Eddie.


  Phone calls into the area just weren’t making it through.


  Clay, Andrew, and Danny headed down the driveway to check on things. They returned for a chainsaw and Clay’s truck, as well as a length of chain, to take care of several trees that had fallen across the driveway.


  By lunchtime, the center of Edgar was already out at sea, and their weather began dramatically improving. Still breezy, the rain only came in spits and spurts that weren’t any worse than regular summer thunderstorms.


  Nevvie had developed a pattern. Call Tommy, call Tyler, call the house. Swear under her breath. Call John and Kelly. Swear some more. Jacob and Kyle, followed by more swearing. Ending with Pete and Eddie.


  Must resist throwing phone against wall.


  Repeat.


  She felt too nervous and on edge to play video games with Adam. Instead, she sat on the couch with her Kindle in one hand and her phone in the other. Every few minutes, she’d look at her phone and will it to ring.


  A little before four o’clock, she looked at her phone. Ring, dammit!


  She let out a cry and nearly dropped it when it started vibrating in her hand. The screen read Tyler.


  With trembling fingers, she answered. “Ty? Is that you?”


  He laughed, the most beautiful sound in the world. “Yes, love, it’s me. Were you expecting someone else?”


  “Oh my god, are you all okay? I’ve been so worried, I’ve been trying to call and—”


  “Love, let me get a word in edgewise. We’re all fine. Our house is fine except for some roof shingles, although we suspect John and Kelly’s house might not have fared as well. Everyone is still here, and we’re all healthy and safe.”


  Everyone was staring at her. Adam had paused the game. “See, Momma? Told you they’d call.”


  She burst out laughing and crying at the same time. “Yes, baby, you did say they’d call. They’re all fine, and our house is fine,” she said to everyone before she got up and walked to the kitchen. “I love you guys so much. I’ve been worried sick about you.”


  “We love you, too.” That was Tom. “Sorry we haven’t been able to update you.” Tyler had it on speaker mode. “Like Ty said, it’s been a bitch and a half trying to get a call out. The house line is dead.”


  “Have you gotten any of my texts?”


  “No,” Tom said. “And when we try to send texts, it says it fails.”


  Tyler chimed in. “So don’t panic if you can’t get in touch with us, love.”


  She heard a noise in the doorway behind her and turned to see Laurie standing there, listening. Nevvie waved her in and put her arm around her shoulder. “Guys, Laurie’s right here. Can you put Mom and Dad on for her?”


  “Sure,” Tom said. “Hold on.”


  Nevvie handed her the phone. A moment later, Laurie started to sniffle. “Mom? Dad? Are you all right?”


  Nevvie hugged her as she talked to them. After a few minutes, she said, “Okay. Love you, too. Here she is.” Wiping at her eyes with her spare hand, Laurie handed the phone back to Nevvie.


  “Mom? Dad?”


  “Hey,” Kelly said. “How are you all doing?”


  “We’re okay. Just worried to death about you guys.”


  “Quit worrying,” John said. “The worst is over. Well, the worst of the weather. I don’t know what our house will look like.”


  “We’re going to give you back to Tom and Tyler,” Kelly said. “We love you.”


  “Love you guys, too, Mom.”


  Her men came on the line. “Well, love,” Tyler said, “we’re going to let you go.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t.”


  “We’ll be up there as soon as we can. We need to get Eddie and Pete home once it’s safe, and see about Kyle and Jacob’s apartment.”


  “And Mom and Dad,” Tom added. “We got power and cable back this morning. From what we’ve seen on TV…well, that whole area got hit by a lot of flooding.”


  “Yeah, I saw that, too.” She took a deep breath. I need to put my big-girl panties on. “Well, please be safe and try to call again when you can.”


  “We will, love,” Tyler said. “Love you, and love to the boys.”


  “Love you guys,” Tom said. “Give them hugs and kisses for us. And Mom and Dad up there, too,” he added.


  Nevvie blinked away tears. “I will. Love you, too. Stay safe.”


  “We will,” Tom said. “We’ll try to call you again tonight, but if you don’t hear from us, don’t worry. Okay, baby girl?”


  “Okay.”


  “Love you. Bye.”


  “Bye.” She stared at the phone, then realized Laurie was still standing there next to her. “You okay?” Nevvie asked her.


  She nodded, but tears spilled down her face.


  Nevvie pulled her close and held her. “Don’t worry, kiddo. Everything’s going to be okay. They’re safe. That’s all that matters. The rest can be replaced.”


  “I know,” she softly said. “And we’re the lucky ones,” she said. “I bet a lot of those people don’t have family that can help them.”


  “You’re absolutely right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emily turned at the knock on the door. The open house was over, and the real estate agent had already left. Emily hadn’t wanted to have it on a Sunday, especially with the less-than-perfect weather, but the agent insisted weekends were the best time and that they’d have less competition with other houses on that weekend. At least she’d still been able to go to church while the agent ran things in her absence.


  Despite the weather, Emily had been pleasantly surprised by the relatively good turnout. But now she was exhausted from having to keep a smile plastered to her face and act friendly to everyone when all she wanted to do was make someone buy the house. The last thing she wanted to do was show the house again.


  She just wanted out. She wanted away from all the memories, and from the betrayal. How could her entire family turn against her? The only people who’d stood beside her and seen her point of view were her church family.


  The visitor knocked again. With a sigh, Emily went to the door and opened it.


  She wasn’t prepared for the sight of the rather scruffy-looking man standing there. “Yes? May I help you?” He didn’t look anything like a prospective buyer.


  “Saw your open house signs.”


  “Yes?”


  “I’d like to look around.”


  She hesitated, then stepped aside. “Sure. Please, come in. The agent’s already left, though.”


  “You Emily Kinsey?”


  “Yes.” She closed the door behind him and began to lead the way toward the kitchen to give him the tour. “How’d you know my name?”


  “Your brother is Thomas, right? Lives in Florida?”


  She stiffened, but didn’t turn to look at him. It didn’t matter to her if this man knew Tom. If he was a prospective buyer, she’d take his money. “Yes.”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  When he stepped toward her, reaching for her, she tried to run. She clawed at his hands, struggling to break free. He was bigger than her, and stronger. Thrashing, she jammed her fingers at his face, trying to get him in the eye and only succeeding in raking her nails down his cheek.


  “Fuckin’ bitch!”


  A sharp pain exploded in the back of her brain. The last thing she remembered was the floor rushing up at her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom fought the urge to pace. Despite their repeated attempts, they couldn’t get another call out to Nevvie. The house phone was still dead, and all their attempts with the cell phones got them an “all circuits busy” message.


  Tyler wasn’t helping matters any. Normally, Tom would love his partner’s attentive attempts to get him out of his funk. But being cooped up together in close quarters for so long with no way of escaping had worn thin on him. Knowing the worst of the weather was behind them, he opted to go to bed after dinner.


  “Do you want me to come, too, love?” Tyler asked.


  Tom waved him away. “No, it’s okay. You can stay out here. I’m going to read for a while and catch up on my sleep.”


  That was exactly what he had planned on doing, except Tyler slipped into their bedroom an hour later.


  “What are you doing?” Tom asked.


  “Coming to bed.”


  Dammit. “I figured you’d want to try to write or something.”


  “I can’t. I’m too blasted worried about Nevvie. I really wish we could have talked to her again tonight.”


  “They’re fine, I’m sure.” He tried to return to his book, but Tyler stripped and crawled up the bed to lie next to him.


  “What?” Tom grumbled.


  Tyler dove under the sheet. Before Tom could stop him, Tyler had his cock in his mouth and had started sucking.


  Tom started to protest, to push him away, but then Tyler slipped a hand between his legs and started playing with his ass, too.


  All resistance melted from Tom’s body. He dropped his book off the bed and closed his eyes as his hands found Tyler’s head under the sheet. “That’s so good.”


  Tyler, his mouth full, didn’t answer. Instead, he took that as encouragement to do more. He played with Tom’s sac with his other hand, running his tongue up and down Tom’s cock, over his balls, down his taint, to his ass, and back again.


  Tom flexed his hips, urging Tyler to take him deeper, not to stop. He didn’t even try to hold back, and within a couple of minutes, he softly groaned as his balls exploded and filled Tyler’s mouth with his seed.


  As he lay there catching his breath, Tyler rose up on his arms. “Better, love?”


  Tom smiled. “You’re sneaky, Evil Genius. You know that?”


  “I’ve never denied it.” He kissed Tom, deeply. He could taste his own juices on Tyler’s tongue.


  He rolled on top of Tyler. “How about I return the favor?” He went down on Tyler, sucking and licking, savoring the feel and taste of his lover’s cock against his tongue. He’d never had a problem going down on Tyler. It was one of his favorite things to do, and he loved how much pleasure he could give to his guy.


  Tyler lightly raked his fingers through Tom’s hair. “Yes, love,” he whispered. “Like that. Just like that.”


  Tom knew exactly how to bring Tyler’s body up to a heated boil. When he deep-throated him, Tyler groaned. His cock tightened and hardened in Tom’s mouth. That’s when Tom pressed a finger against Tyler’s rim, and his lover fell over the edge. Hot jets of cum rolled down Tom’s throat as he swallowed every drop.


  Tyler’s body went limp and he closed his eyes. “I do believe we’ve been randier than we have in a long time these past few days, love.”


  Tom chuckled and rejoined Tyler. “Well, we’ve been under a lot of stress.” He pulled Tyler close after turning off the bedside lamp. “Nothing spells stress-reducer like C-L-I-M-A-X.”


  “I suppose you’re right. I miss our angel, though. She sounded so sad on the phone.”


  “I know. We’ll be up there with her soon.” He kissed Ty. “Just try to go to sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.” The plan was to go with John over to their house and try to salvage as much as they could.


  “I’ll do what I can to help, but you know I’m not good with my hands.”


  Tom snorted. “You’re very good with your hands. Unfortunately, the way you’re good with your hands isn’t helpful outside of bed sometimes.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  Nevvie had taken some comfort from Tyler’s phone call, but since then, she’d still been unable to call them, and hadn’t received any other calls or texts from them. She suspected they still weren’t receiving any of her text messages, either.


  She shared her frustration over the phone with her friend, Sarah, who lived in Mitchell, South Dakota. They’d met her and her two men, Del and John, when Tyler accidentally left Nevvie and Andrew behind during their RV adventure.


  “I’m not trying to play down the hurricane,” Sarah said, “but let’s go back to the Alex situation.”


  “Why? I really don’t want to think about him.” When Sarah didn’t speak for a moment, Nevvie did. “What’s wrong?”


  “Remember how I told you about my little flashes?”


  “Yeah?” Sarah had nearly lost her life to a serial killer, and the ghost of a little boy lived in their house.


  Nevvie wouldn’t have believed it except that Adam had seen and perfectly described Robbie.


  “Just…just be careful, okay? Please?”


  Goose bumps rippled Nevvie’s flesh again. Sarah was also pregnant, due close to Christmas. “He can’t find me here in Savannah,” Nevvie insisted.


  “That’s what I thought when I went and hid out in Miami. Bastard had copied my address book when he towed my car. All I’m saying is don’t let your guard down and trust your instincts, okay?”


  “You’re creeping me out.”


  “Better to be creeped out and on your guard than caught with your pants down, girlfriend. And you’re always welcomed to come out here, you know. Hell, I’ll show you how to shoot if you want me to.”


  “I let my dad talk me into skeet shooting. He’s going to show me when he gets back up here.”


  “Good,” Sarah said. “That makes me feel better.”


  Nevvie finally got off the phone with her. After trying to call Tom and Tyler again, she managed to get some sleep Sunday night, but awoke Monday morning feeling unrested and with a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.


  Must be the weather. While Edgar’s wrath had moved out to sea, they were still getting rain bands from the back side of the storm.


  Apparently the weather and late-night weather watches had them all sleeping in. She didn’t hear Peggy up and around until after seven. Nevvie gave up trying to go back to sleep around seven thirty and went to the kitchen, where Peggy had already started her morning breakfast preparations.


  That, if nothing else, would make Nevvie feel better. She sat there drinking coffee and talking with Peggy while she worked, having refused Nevvie’s offers to help.


  “What on earth?” Nevvie looked up at Peggy’s tone. Peggy stood at the kitchen window, staring out at the yard.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know, sugar. But it can’t be good.”


  Nevvie stood to join her. A sheriff’s cruiser had pulled into the yard, along with another car that had to be an unmarked unit. A plainclothes officer stepped out of the unmarked car, while a uniformed deputy emerged from the cruiser.


  The women rushed to the front door and opened it as the officers stepped onto the porch and shook the rain off their jackets.


  The plainclothes officer showed ID and his badge. “I’m Detective Platt,” he said. “Are you Peggy Kinsey?”


  Nevvie didn’t like the way Peggy’s face paled. “Yes?”


  “Do you know a Clay Brennan?”


  “Yes. He’s my son-in-law. Well, ex-son-in-law. Why?”


  “Do you know his whereabouts this morning, ma’am?”


  Nevvie stepped in. “He’s inside, with his kids. What’s going on?”


  “We need to talk to him, ma’am.”


  By this time, Clay and Andrew were both standing in the doorway. “Peggy, is everything all right?” Andrew asked.


  “These officers are here to see Clay,” Peggy said. Nevvie didn’t like the way Peggy’s voice sounded weak.


  Clay stepped out. “Can I help you?”


  “You’re Clay Brennan?” the detective asked.


  “Yes?”


  “Sir, we need to know your whereabouts last night, around eight o’clock.”


  “He was here,” Peggy said. “He and the twins spent the night again.”


  “Sir?” the detective repeated.


  Clay nodded. “Mom wanted us here to stay here. The storm knocked out the electricity at our apartment complex and they haven’t got it back on yet. Look, what’s going on?”


  The two officers exchanged a glance. “You’ve been here all night?”


  “Yes. Everyone saw me. What’s going on?”


  “You didn’t leave? Can you prove you were here all night?”


  With a mixture of anger and exasperation, he pointed to his car, which was parked closest to the house and penned in by Danny, Elle, and Nevvie’s cars. “I couldn’t leave here without someone knowing. The twins and Nevvie have me blocked in.”


  The detective’s expression softened. “We need to talk to you about your ex-wife, Mr. Brennan.”


  “Emily?” Peggy said. “What happened?”


  Nevvie noticed the twins now stood in the doorway, holding on to each other.


  “I’m sorry to have to inform you of this, but Emily Kinsey was murdered in her home sometime yesterday evening.”


  Nevvie and Andrew caught Peggy as she swayed on her feet. They helped her into the porch swing.


  Clay looked sucker punched. “What?” he whispered.


  The detective’s voice gentled. “Her real estate agent found her early this morning when she arrived there to meet a prospective buyer for a showing.”


  “She’s dead?” Danny asked. The twins had stepped out onto the porch, next to Clay.


  Clay put his arms around them, still looking at the detective. “What happened? How?”


  Nevvie didn’t miss how the detective studied Clay’s hands and lower arms, left bare by his T-shirt. “We have to wait for the official autopsy findings, but the evidence at the scene leads us to believe she was beaten to death.”


  Elle let out a soft sob.


  “You think I did it?” Clay choked out. “We’ve been divorced going on two years. I left her, not the other way around. I would never hurt her.”


  “May I see your hands, Mr. Brennan?”


  Trembling, Clay held them out. The detective inspected Clay’s hands and arms. “No, you were just removed from our suspect list, sir. You have an alibi. Also, whoever did this apparently did it with their bare hands. They would also likely have defensive wounds, based on evidence we found.” Clay, who spent every day at a computer terminal, had unblemished hands.


  Nevvie, married to a writer who specialized in murder mysteries, suspected what the detective didn’t say was that they’d found skin or blood under Emily’s nails.


  “Can we…can we see her?” he asked.


  The detective grimly nodded. “We do need a positive ID.” He studied Elle and Danny. Nevvie noticed how he also looked at their hands. “But frankly, she’s—”


  “I’ll go,” Nevvie firmly said as she stepped forward. “You stay here with the twins,” she told Clay. She turned to the detective. “I’ll go do it.” A sick feeling had formed in her gut, and she suspected it had nothing to do with morning sickness or the unexpected news about Emily’s murder.


  She had to see her.


  Had to.


  “And you are, ma’am?”


  “She was my sister-in-law.”


  


  * * * *


  


  In silence, Nevvie and Andrew followed Detective Platt through another band of driving rain to the county morgue. Despite her discomfort with law enforcement, she would do this. Had to do this.


  Had to know.


  The detective studied her as they waited for the coroner to meet with them in a waiting room. “What was your relationship to the victim again, Mrs. Paulson?”


  “Kinsey-Paulson,” she corrected. “My husband, Tom, is her brother.” She caught herself. “Was,” she softly said.


  “And you are, sir?”


  Andrew offered a wan smile. “It’s complicated.”


  “He’s going to be my father-in-law,” Nevvie said, numbness already creeping in.


  The detective let it go at that. “I need to warn you, ma’am. Her injuries are pretty…traumatic. Especially to her face. They haven’t performed the autopsy yet, but the coroner suspects she suffered a fractured skull.”


  “My husband’s a writer,” Nevvie said. “I’ve helped him do a lot of crime research. You found DNA under her nails, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, ma’am. She put up a fight.” He looked at Andrew. “Were you familiar with the victim?” he asked. “Maybe it’d be better if you were the one to—”


  “I want to see her,” Nevvie insisted. “I’ll do it.”


  The coroner entered the room, went through some forms with her, and then led them back to a viewing room. Inside, on a gurney, lay a body covered by a sheet. Nevvie steeled herself when the coroner pulled the sheet back, down to her neck. Andrew rested his hands on Nevvie’s shoulders.


  “Steady, love,” he whispered in her ear. “Lean on me if you must.”


  Nevvie closed her eyes and swallowed. She opened them, looked, then closed them again. The brief view was more than enough. “That’s Emily,” she whispered.


  “You’re certain, ma’am?” Detective Platt asked.


  Nevvie forced her eyes open again for a moment. Barely recognizable, her hair color and a small mole on her right cheek were all Nevvie could focus on. The rest of her features, her nose, her mouth, had all been viciously smashed and distorted. She closed her eyes again, the sight permanently seared into her brain. Someone with brute strength and a lot of anger had done that.


  “Yes, I’m certain it’s Emily,” she whispered, the sick feeling in her gut growing. Sarah’s warning to her to trust her instincts came screaming into her brain. “And I have a feeling I might know who did it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The more that Detective Platt discounted her theory, the sillier Nevvie felt. “No offense, Mrs. Paulson, but unless we recover physical evidence, such as the DNA tests matching him, tying your ex to the crime, it’s doubtful it was him. Florida might have his DNA on file, but we’re going to have a hard time getting that data anytime soon. They’ll be overwhelmed down there because of the storm. Did he even know your former sister-in-law?”


  Nevvie shook her head as she blew her nose. “No.” The tears had surprised her. They were more for the shock of the events and the grief her family would suffer than her own feelings on the matter.


  “Did he even know of her?” the detective asked.


  “Probably not,” Nevvie reluctantly allowed. “I guess I don’t see how he could have. I just know he nearly beat me to death twice, along with the stabbing. And it certainly seems like an odd coincidence that he’s on the run and now something like this happens to our family.” And my sort-of-psychic friend, Sarah, has a ghost living in her house and told me to trust my instincts.


  Not that she could say it, but the certainty sitting rock hard in the bottom of her gut wouldn’t let go of it no matter how rational the detective’s arguments.


  The detective kept his voice gentle. “I know this is very upsetting for you and your family. It was a violent crime. I promise we’ll do our best to catch whoever did this and put them away. I’m not trying to discount your opinion, but you’ve given me no reason to suspect it is this Alex LaRogue fellow. However, I promise you, we will contact Florida to see if they have any DNA records on him to eliminate him as a suspect. We will also need to get fingerprints from anyone who’s been in the house recently, to rule them out. Then we’ll go from there. We did lift quite a few prints, and we can run them to include or eliminate your ex as well. Unfortunately, we don’t know how many of the prints we’ll find were left over from the open house. Her attacker could have been any one of the people who toured the house yesterday, for all we know. It wouldn’t be the first time an open house was used to case a future crime scene.”


  Nevvie nodded. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m probably being silly.” She didn’t really believe that in her heart or her gut, but it seemed the right thing to say.


  “No, not silly,” he insisted. “In your shoes, I would want the authorities to know everything, too. We appreciate you giving us any information that might be of use. Our job is to sort through the evidence. And we will follow up on what you told us, but I don’t want you to worry about it needlessly, either. Have either of you been inside her house?”


  Nevvie shook her head. “I’ve never been there.”


  “I have,” Andrew said. “I helped Danny and Elle move their things the other day.”


  He nodded. “Do you mind giving us your fingerprints?”


  “Not at all. Not if it’ll help catch the monster who did that to her.”


  “What was her relationship with her ex-husband?”


  Nevvie shook her head. “There wasn’t one. He left her and they got divorced. He gave her the house and everything.”


  “Why was that?”


  She sensed he was angling to see if there was still any way Clay could be behind the brutality. “My brother-in-law is a good man. There’s no way I’ll ever believe he had anything to do with her murder. She could have made any number of enemies. She was a spiteful, self-righteous prig who looked down her nose at everyone. She was going to sell the house to give the money to that church she joined. You want a suspect, look at them. Maybe someone got a little greedy.”


  The detective jotted it down. “Do you know what church?”


  She shook her head. “Ask Elle. She said she went with her one time, and it was one time too many for her liking.”


  “That’s her daughter?”


  “Yes. Danielle.”


  He studied his notes and frowned. “Daniel or Danielle?”


  “Both. They’re twins.”


  “Ah.” He made another notation.


  After Andrew was fingerprinted and the detective asked a few more questions, they were allowed to leave. Nevvie handed Andrew her keys for him to drive, and in silence they returned to the house.


  They found everyone gathered in the living room, Karen and April holding on to Peggy, and Clay on the sofa between the twins.


  Everyone looked at Nevvie when she stepped through the front door. She hated the hopeful look in the twins’ and Peggy’s eyes and wished she didn’t have to be the bearer of bad news.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  Peggy closed her eyes and softly cried. Nevvie set her purse down while Andrew went to Peggy and held her.


  The twins looked shell-shocked. April and Karen both cried, but Nevvie could tell they were more upset for their mother than for themselves. April and Karen, the two youngest sisters, had always been closer to Tom than to Emily. Cheryl and Katie had been closer to Emily, the eldest of all the siblings.


  Until Emily’s unapologetic stunt that got her shunned from the family.


  “Where’s Laurie and the boys?” Nevvie asked.


  Clay was apparently the only one who could think. “Laurie’s in their room with them. She’s helping them make a fort. We didn’t want them in here while the police were here.”


  Nevvie nodded. She handed the detective’s card to Clay. “He wants to talk to everyone,” she softly said. “And they want to get fingerprints from anyone who’s been in the house recently. They already took Dad’s while we were there.”


  “Thanks.” He stared at the card for a moment, as if unsure what to do with it. Eventually, he let his hand fall to his lap. “We haven’t called Tommy yet. One of Em’s neighbors called April and Karen, but we haven’t called Cheryl or Katie yet.”


  “I’ll do it,” Nevvie volunteered. She mentally swore. “I’ll try to call them. If I can get a call through.” With all the rain, sometimes the phone service was spotty.


  Clay nodded.


  Nevvie walked through the house to the kitchen and sat at the table. It would be easier to call Tom first. She knew and liked his sisters, but she wasn’t as close to Cheryl and Katie as she was to Karen and April.


  Unfortunately, she tried calling their house and Tom’s and Tyler’s cell numbers at least ten times each. Each time, she received an automated series of beeps and a message that all circuits were busy.


  “Fuck.” She realized she didn’t have her address book with her, and didn’t have Cheryl’s and Katie’s numbers plugged into her phone. After getting the numbers from Karen, Nevvie made the calls. She called Cheryl first to break the news to her. Then she called Katie.


  Then she tried Tom and Tyler again.


  Still no luck.


  Fighting her own tears, she tried Jacob and Kyle, John and Kelly, and even Pete and Eddie with the same result. Calls to Bob, their friend and attorney, also gave her an automated message.


  After taking a deep breath, she systematically began going through her contact list on her phone and tried everyone she could from Tom’s office, as well as other friends in the Tampa area.


  All circuits busy.


  She wanted to throw her phone into the wall and barely managed to stop herself.


  That won’t help anyone.


  Then she remembered Bob had an office in Orlando. She fired up her laptop, looked up the number, and called.


  She nearly sobbed with relief when a real, live receptionist answered the phone.


  “Oh, thank god. I have to get in touch with Bob. This is Nevvie Kinsey-Paulson. We’re clients of his.”


  The woman’s voice turned hesitant. “I can take a message for him, and—”


  “No! No, I have to talk to him. I have his personal numbers, and when I try them all, I keep getting an ‘all circuits busy’ message. I need him to get a message to my husbands.”


  “Husbands?”


  She sooo didn’t need this crap today. “Tom Kinsey and Tyler Paulson. They’ve been friends and clients of his for like twenty freaking years!” She rattled off Bob’s private numbers from memory. “Would I have those numbers if he wasn’t a friend?”


  “Wait, the novelist, Tyler Paulson?”


  “Yes!”


  “Okay, ma’am. Hold on for me for just a moment.”


  Nevvie wanted to scream when before she could protest, generic, boring instrumental music played in her ear. After a few nerve-wracking minutes, a man came on the line. “Nevvie? This is Terry.”


  Now she wanted to sob with relief. Bob’s husband. “Oh, thank god! Are you guys all in Orlando?”


  “No, Bob stayed behind and went to his brother’s house in Lutz. I brought the kids here. What’s wrong?”


  She outlined what had happened. He listened quietly, and when she finished, he understood. “Okay. Sometimes I can get calls through to him from here, but I usually have to wait for him to call me. It’s a mess over there. Lots of cell towers damaged or down. The system’s overloaded. I’ll try Tommy and Ty first for you, though. Do you want me to tell them for you, or just have them call you?”


  She thought about it. “It’s better it comes from me. Have them try to call out.”


  “Okay. I’m really sorry, Nev.”


  “Thanks.”


  “She’s the one who… Isn’t she?”


  “Yeah. It’s her.”


  “Oh, wow.” He let out a sigh. “Let me know if they don’t call you within an hour, okay?”


  “I will. Thanks.”


  She hung up, rested her head on her arms on the table, the phone in her hand, and waited.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Monday morning, they were able to get Pete and Eddie back home. Kelly drove Eddie over first, and once they found out the power was on and the house undamaged other than the pool cage, Eddie drove their other car back to Tom and Tyler’s to get Pete and Tom-Tom. They’d leave their damaged car parked there until the insurance company could send a wrecker for it. Water had gotten into the dash and shorted out the instrument panel.


  Kyle and Jacob’s apartment complex was still dark, however, not to mention the building their unit was located in had sustained severe roof damage. Electric company trucks were working nearby to replace downed feeder lines.


  John was anxious to return to see what was left of their house and started out before everyone else. He made Kelly go back to Pete and Eddie’s to help them. “I don’t even know if we can get into our subdivision,” he told her. “And I don’t know if it’ll be safe. Pete’s not supposed to be doing anything. You can help Eddie pick up their yard.”


  “You just don’t want me getting upset,” she playfully accused him.


  “Guilty as charged.” He kissed her. “Please?”


  She rolled her eyes at him. “Fine.”


  “We won’t be able to get a rental truck,” Tom said to John before his departure. “If the places are even open, everyone who lost a house will be getting them to move what they can. I’ll go borrow a pickup truck from the office.”


  Tom and Tyler, with Jacob and Kyle riding shotgun in Tom’s truck, drove to Tom’s office and snagged one of their survey pickups. Tom left a note on Kenny’s desk about it, and they slowly made their way over to Town ’n’ Country. A drive that, even at rush hour, would have normally taken no more than ninety minutes took them over three hours. Tom’s leg was already sounding off in protest, but he ignored it. He couldn’t afford to take a pain pill when they still had so much to do.


  When they arrived, they saw John had already stacked several waterlogged and ruined chairs and other items by the curb. Tom stared at the house.


  “Wow,” Tyler whispered. “That’s…horrible.”


  “That’s one way to describe it,” Tom said. The roof had been almost completely ripped off. No decking remained, and most of the trusses were either gone or collapsed. In the front yard, one oak tree lay on its side, and another canted at an odd angle. Mud and other residue coated the outside of the house more than four feet high.


  They found John inside the living room, staring up at the huge hole where his roof used to be.


  “I couldn’t move the couch by myself,” he said without looking at them. “It’s too heavy and sop-soaking wet.”


  “You okay?” Tom asked.


  When he finally looked at them, his shoulders slumped. “No. But I have to be. It’s a complete loss. We can’t move back in here. Between losing the roof and the flooding, it’s a total loss. Thank god I’ve got flood insurance and a good hurricane rider.”


  “Is anything salvageable?” Tyler asked.


  He pointed at the dining room table, which wasn’t in its normal location and looked like he’d swept piles of drywall and insulation off of it onto the nearby floor. On it were stacked some cardboard boxes, plastic storage tubs, and other items. “So far, all of that stuff is okay. Or only the outside of the cardboard boxes got a little damp. We can empty them out at your place and trash the boxes. I think we can salvage most of our clothes. The dishes, pots and pans, and stuff like that can be saved, but we need to wash everything, obviously.” His gaze drifted around the house as if looking for a place to start.


  “I brought several boxes of garbage bags,” Tyler said. “Do you want me to start with your clothes? I’ll take everything back to our place and wash them before they’re ruined.”


  John nodded as he stared around at the destroyed house. “Thanks. That would be a big help.” He sighed. “Now I know how they felt after Katrina. I’ve been through a lot of stuff in my life, but I can’t believe the water got up here this far.” He pointed at the closest wall, where brownish scum coated the bottom half of the wall. “Three feet up inside the house. Do you believe that? That means the storm surge here was at least thirteen feet, because my lot is nine feet. Then add a foot for the foundation.”


  “You have a home with us,” Tom insisted.


  “You might regret making that offer,” John joked as he scrubbed his face with his hands. “Damn. I need to call Kelly and Laurie and tell them.”


  “That can wait,” Tom said. “Let’s focus on saving what we can. They’re saying we’ll get more rain later today. Let’s try to get as much out of here as we can this trip.”


  John led Tyler to their bedroom. The bed was a soggy, ruined mess, but Tyler thought he could save the handmade quilt on top of it. He shook the debris and insulation off of it and put it in its own bag. Nearly an hour later, he’d packed all their clothes and had the bags loaded in the back of the Ridgeline. Kyle and Jacob had amassed a growing pile of debris by the curb, including the carpet from the living and dining rooms. The dining room table remained behind not because it was necessarily salvageable, but they needed a staging area up off the damp and muddy bare concrete.


  Tyler went to the kitchen and started throwing away food and any small appliances that received water damage. When he went outside to get a bottle of water out of the cooler they’d brought, he surveyed the neighborhood.


  Up and down the street, many of the residents were engaged in a similar daunting task. Furniture, ruined carpets, and large appliances, along with storm debris, lined the curbs.


  Tom stepped up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”


  He looked up at Tom. “I should be asking you that, love. How’s your pain?”


  Tom shrugged. “Not going to worry about it right now.” He grabbed a water bottle from the cooler and took a long pull from it. “Too much to get done.”


  “I’m guessing we’re in agreement that they are welcomed to stay with us as long as they need?”


  Tom nodded. “Hell, at this rate we might all be living up in Savannah by Christmas.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was late in the day, while Tyler was getting another bottle of water out of the cooler in the truck, when he heard his phone ringing.


  “Blast.” He fumbled for it in the glove box, where he’d left it. He didn’t get to it before it went to voice mail, however.


  “Why is Bob calling me?” He tried his voice mail, but the system gave him the “all circuits busy” message when he tried to retrieve his messages. He opted to try calling Bob directly, and was remarkably surprised when the call went through.


  “Hello, mate. How are you faring?” Tyler asked.


  “I’m okay. The house is still standing, just some roof damage. Listen, is Tommy there?”


  “Yes. We’re at John and Kelly’s house helping with cleanup.” He headed inside to find Tom.


  “How bad?”


  “Eh, complete loss, I’m afraid. We’re trying to salvage what we can right now.”


  “I’m really sorry about that.”


  “Thanks, I’ll pass the message. Here’s Thomas.” He handed the phone to Tom, who straightened from where he was helping Kyle and Jacob pull up carpet in Laurie’s room.


  “Who is it?”


  “Bob. Needs a word with you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom took the phone. “Hey, Bob. How you doing?”


  “Listen, you need to call Nevvie. Right now.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “She and the kids are fine. But she needs to talk to you right now.”


  Tom’s voice rose in agitation and volume. “Bob, quit that shit. What the fuck is wrong?”


  He didn’t like how Bob’s voice dropped. “Tommy, please. Just try to call her. If you can’t get her, call me back.”


  “Bob—”


  “Call her.” He hung up before Tom could argue further.


  Tyler hovered close, worry on his face. “What’s wrong? What is it?”


  He shook his head and pulled up Nevvie’s number on speed dial. “I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. Just said I had to call Nevvie right now.” He waited anxiously as the phone rang once…twice…three times. Kyle and Jacob stopped working and watched him, waiting, concern on their faces.


  “Hello?”


  Tom closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of Nevvie’s voice. “Baby girl, I’m gonna spank your ass, you ever scare me like that again. Bob just called me. What the hell is going on?”


  “Tommy, you need to sit down.”


  He didn’t like the sound of her voice. His mind immediately flashed back to that day in the construction trailer when Momma broke the news to him about Tyler’s heart attack. He felt his lungs empty. “Nev,” he managed, “just tell me. What’s wrong? Is it Momma? Is she okay?”


  He heard her take a deep breath. She sounded weary, tired. “No, Mom’s fine. It…it’s Emily. She—”


  Rage exploded inside him. “What’d that fucking bitch do this time? Goddammit, we’re going through all this shit and she’s starting in again now? I fucking swear I’m gonna—”


  “Tommy!” she yelled, startling him and quieting him. “Tommy,” she repeated, only this time her voice sounding soft and gentle and pleading and near tears, “please, listen to me. It’s bad, Tommy. She’s…someone killed her. She’d dead, Tommy. I’m sorry.”


  The world spun. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t make sense of what she’d said. “What?”


  “I’m so sorry, baby,” Nevvie whispered. “I’m so, so sorry.”


  He leaned against the wall for support as he looked at Tyler. Dead? He hated Emily’s guts and wouldn’t piss on her if she was on fire, but…dead?


  Tyler snatched the phone from his hand and took control. “Nevvie, it’s me, love. What happened?” He listened for a moment, a mask dropping over his features as she broke the news to him. Tom couldn’t do anything but stand there and numbly watch him. He felt himself slide down the wall until he hit the damp concrete floor.


  “Right,” Tyler quietly said. “How’s Mom and everyone else doing?” He turned away from Tom and left the room.


  Concerned, Kyle and Jacob walked over. Kyle put his hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  Still in shock, he shook his head.


  “What happened?” Jacob asked.


  He licked his lips. His mouth suddenly felt like sandpaper. “It’s…my sister. Emily. Someone killed her.”


  “Emily?” Jacob frowned. “We haven’t met her, right? Wait, isn’t she the one who…” Realization filled his face. “Oh. Oh, man. I’m so sorry. What can we do?”


  Tom felt like he couldn’t focus his eyes. It hurt to breathe, to think. He shook his head. “I don’t know. Ty…” He looked around. Tyler had walked outside. He couldn’t form any thoughts, his brain still trying to wrap itself around Nevvie’s words.


  Emily’s dead.


  He’d heard and understood what she said. He just couldn’t process it in his brain.


  “He’ll be right back,” Kyle said, helping him up and guiding him toward the bedroom door. “Let’s get you outside in the shade. It’s damn hot in here. You don’t look good. We need to get some water in you.”


  John met them in the hallway, a grim look on his face. He grabbed Tom’s other arm and helped them get him outside and into a chair on the porch. Tyler stood down by the street, still on the phone, rubbing his forehead with his other hand. One of the men brought Tom a cold bottle of water, opened it, and put it in his hand. He wasn’t sure which man, because he couldn’t take his eyes off Tyler, who paced five feet, turned, and paced back five feet. Over and over. Rubbing his forehead, staring at the ground.


  This can’t be happening. It’s a mistake.


  John’s stern voice cut through his fog. “Tom, you need to drink. Your color isn’t good. Drink.”


  He put the water bottle to his lips and took a few swallows.


  Tyler paced…turned…paced.


  After a few more minutes, Tyler ended the call and turned to look at them. He walked over to Tom and knelt in front of him. “Are you all right, love?” he quietly asked.


  Tom shook his head.


  “I told Nevvie we would leave first thing in the morning to come up. She assured me Dad has stepped in and is helping comfort Mom and everyone.”


  “We should leave tonight,” Tom said. He thought about it and nodded. “Tonight.”


  “No. You’re in no condition. Besides, the roads are too bad anyway. Tomorrow. No arguments.”


  “Did she tell you what happened?” Tom asked.


  Tyler hesitated.


  “Tell me, dammit.”


  Tyler’s eyes closed for a moment before he opened them again to look at him. “Emily had an open house yesterday in preparation of selling it. Afterward…apparently someone beat her to death. There’s no signs of forced entry, so the police suspect someone who attended the open house might be the culprit. The real estate agent found her this morning. Based on the evidence, they think it happened around eight last night. Other than cash missing from her purse, they don’t suspect robbery because her credit cards and other valuables weren’t missing.”


  “How’s Momma doing?” he hoarsely asked.


  He nodded. “She’s upset, but Nevvie said she’s coping.”


  “How’s Laurie?” John asked. “Is she okay?”


  “Nevvie said she’s been an utter godsend. She’s keeping Adam and Mikey entertained and away from the adults. The little ones are unaware of what’s happened.”


  “What about the twins?” Tom asked. “And Clay?”


  “Ah, apparently they were at the house this morning when the police showed up to talk to Mom. Mom had them staying with her because the power’s still out at their place. Clay was initially a suspect until they cleared his alibi and saw that his hands were uninjured.”


  “Hands?”


  Tyler swallowed hard. “Love, do we really—”


  “Tell me, goddammit!”


  He took a deep breath before answering. “Whoever killed her bludgeoned her with his bare hands. Dad went with Nevvie to the morgue for the positive identification. It was, she said, an exceedingly brutal attack.”


  “Was she raped?” Why was he asking this? It was like he’d switched over to autopilot and couldn’t think.


  Tyler shook his head. “No.” He gently took Tom’s face in his hands. “Listen to me, love. We’re going to finish up here, and I’m taking you home. You’re going to have a nice long shower and eat dinner for me, and then you’ll take a pain pill and go to bed. I’ll do all the packing for us. Tomorrow, we’re driving to Savannah.”


  “I’ll send Kelly with you,” John said. He looked at the house. “There’s nothing she can do here that me and the boys can’t. It’s going to start getting moldy fast, anyway, and I don’t want her in that. She’s allergic to mold. She can help you all out with the kids and stuff.” He looked around the neighborhood. “I’ll drive up after I talk to the claim adjuster.” His eyes settled on Tyler. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate this. Everything. Having a family again…” His eyes took on a too-bright shine Tom knew all too well. “We’ll all get through this, son.” He leaned over and hugged Tom.


  Tom nodded. “Thanks, Dad,” he quietly said. Then he realized what he said and let out a harsh laugh.


  “It’s okay,” John assured him. “I don’t mind if you don’t.” He opened his arms to Tyler, Kyle, and Jacob. “All four of you are like sons to me now. I couldn’t have asked for a better family.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Despite Tom’s weak protests that he wanted to stay and help, John, Kyle, and Jacob, with Tyler leading the charge, finally overruled him and got him loaded into Tom’s truck. Tyler drove, and they slowly began making their way home.


  “We need to get the house generator topped off for them before we leave,” Tom softly said as he stared out the passenger window. “Maybe call around and see if anyone’s delivering propane.”


  “I will handle it, love,” Tyler assured him.


  “You should stop and get gas somewhere, too, if you see any place that’s open and doesn’t have a mile-long line.”


  “Neither option available right now. We have the portable cans we can use. I can siphon gas out of one of the other vehicles, if need be. We should leave this vehicle for Jacob and Kyle to use to help John and take my car.”


  Tom finally looked at him, one eyebrow arched.


  “Right, well I’m sure you could show me how to siphon gas, couldn’t you? I’m not a total moron.”


  Tom slid a hand across the seat and gripped Tyler’s tightly. He didn’t want to lose it now.


  If he did, he was afraid he’d never stop crying.


  He thought back to when he was maybe eight. Em had been charged with babysitting him and April one night while their parents went out with friends. Cheryl, Katie, and Karen had gone out with their friends from school.


  Em had put the TV on a movie, made them popcorn, and helped them build a fort out of blankets in the living room. They’d had a blast.


  He looked out the window again. Once she hit high school, her self-righteous streak widened by a mile. By the time he’d graduated high school, he could barely stand her sometimes.


  But she was his big sister, and he loved her. If she’d needed his help, he would have been first in line. Even after she wrecked his car and didn’t pay for it.


  And up until the incident, he thought that despite her vocally disapproving of his relationship with Tyler, and then with Nevvie, no matter what, she would have been there for him, too.


  He never would have turned on her the way she turned on them.


  Never would have hurt her the way she hurt him.


  At war with those emotions, his guilt that she died without them mending the fence. At least being able to tell her he loved her, even if he despised her.


  Or her being able to apologize for what she did. Not that he’d held out any hope of her doing that, but still…


  He looked out the window and took a deep, shuddering breath.


  “Poor Momma,” he whispered.


  Tyler squeezed his hand as he waited to be waved through an intersection by a deputy. The traffic lights were down. “Nevvie and Dad are with her. They’ll be there to support her.”


  “I feel bad for Elle and Danny. I know they were mad at her, too, but they loved her. She was their mom.”


  “We’ll all rally around them, love. And around you.”


  He felt numb. The only thing it compared to was when Alex had attacked Nevvie and he and Tyler sat in the hospital, praying she’d pull through.


  He squeezed Tyler’s hand. At least they weren’t at each other’s throats like they had been that day. He looked at his love. “Do you know how much I love you, buddy?”


  Tyler smiled, casting a glance at him. “You are my life. You and our angel. Forever.”


  They rode the rest of the way home in silence.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kelly was waiting for them when they returned home. She walked outside with a somber expression on her face that Tyler instinctively knew meant John had managed to get a call through to her. Without a word, she enveloped Tom in a hug. Tyler watched as Tom stiffened at first before he then finally relaxed into her embrace.


  “It’s all right, Tommy,” she said. “I’m going with you guys. We’ll all be there for you.”


  “It’s okay, Mom,” he mumbled against her shoulder. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”


  “I do want to. Selfishly, it’ll take my mind off what little’s left of our house.” She looked up into his face. “I’ll bunk with Laurie if space gets too tight. I’m going to take her stuff up to her anyway. And I have the paperwork we’ll need to get her registered in school.”


  Tyler hustled Tom inside to their bathroom. “Shower, love. Kelly and I will unload the truck. Then I want you to take a pain pill and go to bed. I’ll get your dinner ready for you shortly.”


  Tom nodded and headed inside without argument.


  Tyler sadly watched before opening the garage door.


  “Is he going to be okay?” Kelly asked.


  “He’s in a bit of shock right now, I believe.”


  Kelly started washing Laurie’s clothes first before helping unload the truck. She also started packing things in her car to take up to Georgia. As she surveyed the pile, she ran a hand through her hair. “This feels surreal. Never thought I’d be moving again.”


  “There have been a lot of changes in our family lately,” Tyler observed. “Up until today, I would have said all of them positive.” He sadly shook his head. “I never did have a particularly close relationship with Emily, but I never wished such a foul end upon her, either.” He wished for the comforting weight of the holstered gun. He hadn’t felt the need to carry it when they’d gone to help John. Now that they were home, and with the news about how Emily died, it felt like a phantom limb calling to him.


  With the truck unloaded, Tyler went in to check on Tom. He found him in the shower.


  “Are you all right, love?”


  Tom nodded, but turned away. “I just need to be alone for a little while.”


  “All right. I’ll go make your dinner.”


  When Tyler returned to the bedroom with Tom’s food, he found him in bed and watching storm coverage on TV. From the look in Tom’s eyes, Tyler knew his pain pill had kicked in.


  Tyler didn’t speak. He sat on the bed with Tom while he ate. When he finished his meal, he softly said, “Thank you.”


  “If you need anything else, please let me know.”


  Tom nodded. Tyler leaned in and gently kissed him. “I’ll try not to disturb you while I pack for us.”


  “I…I guess I’ll need to take a suit.”


  “I’ll take care of everything, love. Please, don’t fret.”


  “Might need to take stuff for Nevvie and the kids. I don’t know what she packed.”


  He caressed Tom’s cheek. “I will.”


  Tom’s eyes slowly swiveled to look at him. He looked close to tears. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”


  Tyler wrapped his arms around him. “You don’t need to do anything. Let Nevvie and Dad and I take care of you and Mom and everyone else. Please? Just…just be. Lean on us.”


  Tyler stayed with him for a few minutes. From the way Tom’s breathing slowed and evened out, Tyler knew he’d fallen asleep.


  Without disturbing him, Tyler slowly extricated himself from Tom and took the dishes out to the kitchen. He’d already started a list of things to do. Everything Tom had mentioned, he’d already written at the top of the list.


  As he stood there staring at the list, he heard John, Kyle, and Jacob return. Kelly followed him outside. Kelly went to John. He hugged her, and she started crying.


  Tyler let them be and helped Kyle and Jacob. With Pete and Eddie home again, the brothers could move into the guest room. It was after midnight by the time Tyler had finished packing everything they’d need, helping Kelly with laundry and her packing, and preparing information for Kyle and Jacob to have ready for the insurance adjuster when they came to look at their roof.


  Exhausted, he crawled into bed with Tom. In his sleep Tom instinctively rolled toward Tyler, snuggling against him.


  Tyler pressed a kiss to his forehead. “I’m here, love. I’ll always be here for you. Never fear.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Nevvie couldn’t sit down Monday afternoon. She had to stay busy or she knew she would break down and start screaming. Despite the detective’s assurances to the contrary, she still couldn’t shake the irrational fear that Alex was somehow involved. She bounced from chore to chore, dealing with visitors and other issues without taking time to stop and relax.


  After Nevvie reheated leftovers for Mikey and Adam, Laurie fed the boys in their bedroom before putting them down early for the night with a DVD of cartoons playing to keep them quiet. Nevvie started cleaning the kitchen even though it didn’t need it. Followed by the bathrooms.


  I have to keep moving.


  Maybe she was just avoiding dealing with her emotions, but she didn’t care. If she didn’t keep moving, she knew it would get really ugly really fast.


  I wish Tyler was here.


  Tyler could always calm her, soothe her nerves.


  Laurie rejoined the adults in the living room, self-appointing herself in charge of answering the phone and taking messages for Nevvie and Peggy so they wouldn’t have to be bothered and constantly explain things. She also took charge of keeping the coffeepot full for everyone. Friends of the family and extended relatives trickled in, many bearing food.


  As Nevvie tried to make room in the fridge for yet another bowl of potato salad, she couldn’t help mumbling under her breath, “I’m gonna freaking hate potato salad before this is over.”


  Laurie, who stood next to her, trying to help between phone calls, smiled. “We’ll all be spuds.”


  Nevvie couldn’t help the smile. She finally made the bowl fit and closed the door, then enveloped the girl in a hug. “You have been such a huge help today. I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate it.”


  The girl’s face clouded. “Mom said that Dad told her our house is totally wrecked.”


  Nevvie nodded. “I’m sorry. Tyler told me that, too.”


  “I asked her if that meant I could stay up here with you.”


  “Oh? What’d she say?”


  “She said that was up to you and Grandma. That she’d have to talk to you guys. I guess the school I was going to go to next year got hit, too.” She shrugged. “I don’t want to go back there. I’d rather be here with you guys. Grandma and Grandpa are here. You all are here. I’d rather be here.”


  Nevvie somehow managed to hold back the emotional tears that wanted to well forth. She sat at the kitchen table and patted the table next to her for Laurie to also pull up a chair. She had to deal with this and not blow the girl off.


  “I need to sit down and talk with Mom and Dad,” Nevvie said. “John and Kelly,” she clarified. “I’m not going to promise you anything. But if they want to move up here, and they say it’s okay, of course you can stay with us.”


  She didn’t miss how the girl quickly swiped at her eyes, which had turned red. “I’m used to moving,” she said. “Dad promised me we wouldn’t have to move again until I finished high school since he’s retired now, but this isn’t his fault.” She shrugged as she looked around the kitchen. “And it feels like home here.”


  “It does, doesn’t it?”


  “Yeah. A lot. I never had grandparents or cousins before. And I love Mikey and Adam.” She smiled. “I’ll even throw in free babysitting for the twins.”


  Another smile curved Nevvie’s lips as she patted her belly. “You might regret that offer.”


  Laurie shook her head a little too vigorously. “They’ll keep me busy in a good way.”


  A moment of clarity hit Nevvie. The bombshell about Emily had temporarily eclipsed Laurie’s situation in her mind. When she opened her arms to Laurie, the girl leaned into Nevvie’s embrace. “It’s okay,” Nevvie assured her. “We’ll all get through this. Every bit of it.” She kissed Laurie on the top of the head. “How about maybe you and I try to sneak out later tonight after everyone goes to bed? There’s a Walmart a few minutes away that’s open all night. It’s not a lot, but we can have a quick clothes shopping spree. We probably won’t be able to hit the mall again for a few days with everything going on.”


  Laurie nodded without lifting her head from Nevvie’s shoulder. “I’ll pay you back,” she muffled against Nevvie’s shoulder. “Free babysitting.”


  Nevvie laughed and made her sit up. “No, this is a gift from me to you. I think you and I both need the distraction. Do you think you can stay awake until after everyone else goes to bed?”


  She nodded again. “I don’t feel like going to sleep right now.” She frowned. “And…” She looked down at her hands. “I’ll need something to wear to the funeral.”


  “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to. You didn’t know her. You never even met her. No one will be upset if you don’t go.”


  “I want to go. For Grandma and Tom and Karen and everyone. I want to be there for them.”


  Nevvie reached out and stroked her hair, hair the same color as hers. “You’re a really good kid. I couldn’t have asked for a better little sister.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Around eleven, Nevvie finally coaxed the last of the well-meaning visitors out the door and helped Andrew get Peggy to their room. The other sisters went home, and Clay and the twins went to bed as well. Andrew returned to the kitchen a few minutes later.


  “You wanted to talk to me, love?”


  Laurie appeared, fully dressed, in the kitchen doorway. “I hate to ask this, Dad,” Nevvie said, “but can you cover for us for a while?”


  “Cover?”


  “I’m going to take Laurie to Walmart. Get some groceries and stuff for the next few days. And get some things Laurie’s going to need.”


  He waved Laurie into the kitchen and over to them. “Are you all right, my dear?”


  She nodded as he enveloped her in a hug. “I’ll be okay, Grandpa.”


  Nevvie didn’t miss how Andrew always brightened over her calling him that. “You two go have some girl time. And I’ve already started a grocery list, there on the refrigerator.”


  Nevvie grabbed it. “Thanks, Dad.” She quickly kissed him on the cheek and went to get her purse and keys.


  It was nearly two hours later when they returned. Andrew sat up waiting for them in the living room, watching TV. He walked out to help them unload. “Gracious, you weren’t kidding, were you?”


  “No, Dad, I wasn’t.” She handed him three bags containing cold food items. “These are the only things that have to be put up tonight. I’ll take care of the rest in the morning. We’ll just leave them on the table.” She helped Laurie haul the groceries to the kitchen and the bags of purchases, which in addition to clothes included basics like underwear, socks, sneakers, shoes, and bath supplies, to Laurie’s room. It also included school supplies, because the back-to-school displays had already been set up at the store. When Nevvie asked a clerk when school started in the area, she was startled to learn it would begin in just a couple of weeks.


  She’d mentally added helping Kelly get Laurie enrolled in middle school to her to-do list.


  Nevvie felt like she barely had time to strip and fall into bed when her cell rang. She started to ignore it when she realized the light in the room looked weird. Grabbing her phone, she answered it.


  “Ty?”


  “Love? Are you all right? You sound horrid.”


  “What time is it?” She sat up, wiping at the sleep in her eyes.


  “I’m assuming it’s the same time there as it is here,” he said in a tone she recognized as an attempt to be humorous. “And here it’s nearly seven.”


  “Oh, holy crap!” She sprang up out of bed.


  “What?”


  “No, nothing. Sorry. Laurie and I went on a midnight shopping run and I totally passed out. I should have been up over an hour ago to help Mom.”


  “Well, I just wanted to let you know our little merry band is pulling out of here. We’re going to have to take a rather circuitous route up US 19 to avoid a lot of traffic and problems obtaining gas. Kelly is following us in her car. It might be quite late before we arrive tonight. Oh, and are you sure you don’t have that address book with you? I looked everywhere, love, and it’s just not here. Perhaps it’s out in the RV?”


  “Drat. I could have sworn I left it on the kitchen counter. Never mind. I’ll look here. How’s Tommy?”


  Tyler hesitated before answering. Then his voice sounded softer. “He’s vertical, love.”


  “Let me talk to him.”


  “Right. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” There was a pause before he came on the line.


  “Nev?”


  He sounded heartbroken. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and hold him.


  “Hi, sweetie. Don’t give Ty a hard time, okay? If I didn’t kill him over the shit bath in Yellowstone, you can’t give him a hard time coming up here.”


  She thought she heard the faintest sign of something resembling a chuckle. “I won’t. He’s taking good care of me. Love you. I’m going to get off here now. We’re getting in the car.”


  “Love you.” She stared at her phone for a moment before remembering she had overslept.


  In the kitchen, Andrew stood at the counter with Laurie, showing her how to make Peggy’s famous cinnamon rolls.


  We’ll all gain fifty pounds at this rate. “Good morning. Sorry I overslept. Where’s Mom?” She leaned in for a kiss from Andrew.


  “She’s still in bed,” he said.


  Nevvie frowned. “Do we need to get her to a doctor?”


  He pressed his lips together and shook his head, his eyes darting to Laurie before returning to Nevvie.


  Oh. Message received. “Do you want me to take over in here?” She arched an eyebrow at him, also quickly glancing at Laurie.


  He gave her another shake of his head. “But I do believe there are two little boys who will be getting rambunctious fairly soon.” He kissed the top of Laurie’s head. “You’ve been an amazing help this morning, sweetheart. Why don’t you take care of the little cretins for us?”


  Laurie looked up at him. “Is that my new title, Grandpa? Cretin wrangler?” She grinned.


  Nevvie, who’d been taking a sip of coffee, narrowly avoided spraying it on them as she burst into laughter.


  Andrew laughed with her. “Sounds good to me, love. Head Cretin Wrangler you shall now be.”


  Laurie washed her hands and headed out of the kitchen to the boys’ room.


  Nevvie watched her go before leaning against the counter next to Andrew. She kept her voice low. “How is Mom?”


  He sighed. “Devastated, of course. She wanted to get up and I ordered her to stay in bed until I came to get her.” He finished the rolls and put them in the oven. He turned to Nevvie. “Child, in case I never made it plain before, I do so love you.”


  “I love you, too, Dad. What brought that on?”


  “That’s what Peggy kept repeating to me last night. That she wished she’d been able to tell Emily one last time that she loved her. That she wished things hadn’t been left hanging the way they were without a chance to make amends on both sides of the fence.” He put his hands on Nevvie’s shoulders and lightly squeezed. “I don’t ever wish to leave those sentiments unsaid to my loved ones.”


  She hugged him. “You aren’t getting rid of me that easily, Dad.”


  “Nor me, love. May I let you in on a secret that might cheer you up?”


  “Hell, yes. Please.”


  “Well, Sunday night, I had asked Peggy to marry me.” He sighed again. “Obviously, yesterday’s events precluded us sharing the news.”


  “That’s great! Well, you know what I mean. I hope she said yes?”


  “She did. I knew it was fast, and I honestly had intended on waiting.” He frowned. “I don’t know whatever made me say it. I…” His face reddened, and Nevvie suspected what the circumstances had been for the proposal. “Well, let’s just say the mood overcame me.”


  She smiled. “Love makes us do crazy things.”


  “I did tell her last night that if she wanted to reconsider, I’d understand.”


  “What’d she say?”


  He smiled. “That it hadn’t been so long since she’d fired one of those shotguns that she couldn’t take my legs out if I tried to escape. And that if I did try to escape, she’d have Tom introduce me to the quaint Southern custom of a shotgun wedding.”


  She burst out laughing. “That sounds like something she’d say.”


  “We are, however, going to wait to tell people, of course. I thought you would want to know. I knew it might brighten your day.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tuesday passed in a blur for Nevvie. She drove Clay and the twins as they had more interviews with detectives, followed by a trip to the funeral home with them and Peggy while Andrew stayed at home with the kids. Laurie helped field phone calls and acted once again as head cretin wrangler. One of the cousins from Tom’s father’s side was a senior in high school, and she came over to help Laurie.


  They’d already given up locking the shed because they were taking overflow offerings of food to the spare refrigerator out there. Nevvie worried most about Peggy, who was more quiet than Nevvie had ever seen. She looked haunted, her eyes perpetually red from crying. Andrew hovered at her side, offering comfort to her and the remaining sisters, who’d already come to accept him as a dad in the absence of their own father. The other sisters weren’t faring much better than their mom, with Karen seemingly the strongest of them all.


  Before dinner, Karen walked into the kitchen and started rummaging through one of the upper kitchen cabinets.


  “It’s not there,” Nevvie told her.


  “Dammit. She’s out?”


  “No.” Nevvie pointed to a different cabinet. “She moved it.”


  Karen pulled down the bottle of bourbon and found a glass. She poured herself three fingers, neat, before putting the bottle back and taking a seat at the table. “I still hope someone’s going to show up and tell us this was a horrible practical joke gone wrong. That Em’s alive and wanted to just teach us a lesson or something.” She took a swallow, wincing. “She was a damn bitch, but I loved her. I didn’t want her to die.” She looked at Nevvie. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”


  It was a phrase all the sisters had uttered more than once.


  “I know,” Nevvie said. It was the only thing she could think to say in reply.


  “And I just want to have it out with her, you know? Shake her and say what the fuck were you thinking?” She sipped her bourbon. “I’ve always heard those talking heads on the TV talk show saying how you should let bygones be bygones and tell people how you feel. I never got a chance to do that with her. She always thought she was right and everyone else was wrong.” She took another sip. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”


  “I know.”


  Bill walked into the kitchen, frowning when he spotted Karen, then schooling his face into a concerned expression. “Hey, hon. You all right?”


  She looked into her glass. “No.”


  Nevvie took that as her cue to clear out while he went over and knelt next to her chair. When she passed the kitchen doorway a few minutes later on her way to the dining room, she saw Karen crying on Bill’s shoulder.


  I need to move that bourbon bottle again, Nevvie thought. If it wasn’t for the twins she carried, she would have already been tempted to finish it off herself even though she wasn’t much of a drinker. She wanted to take any temptation out of Karen’s way, as well as the twins and Clay. They had enough misery to deal with without anyone getting drunk and hungover.


  Visitors and friends of the family, as well as extended family, stopped by to visit throughout the day. Nevvie didn’t miss how Laurie seemed to have a natural way about her as gatekeeper, seemingly sensing when Peggy and the sisters needed a break and gently informing incoming visitors to keep their visit brief, or asking callers to hold off their visits until the next day, if possible.


  I’m sooo buying that girl a flat-screen TV and DVD and stereo for her new bedroom. She’s earned it.


  Bill drove Karen home after dinner, leaving her car there, much to Nevvie’s relief. A little after ten in the evening, they ushered the final visitor out. The twins went to bed, leaving Clay sitting up in the living room with Andrew and Peggy, who refused to go to bed yet.


  Laurie looked at Nevvie. “You can go to bed, too, if you want,” Nevvie told her.


  “I’d like to wait up for my mom.”


  Nevvie mentally smacked herself. “I’m sorry, of course.” She went into the kitchen to make a fresh pot of coffee. She wouldn’t sleep much tonight anyway once the boys were home. After the funeral, she could catch up on her rest. For now, she wanted to stay up and be there for her family.


  Clay followed her to the kitchen and gave her a hug. “Thank you, Nevvie.”


  “How are you doing?” She’d noticed how he’d mostly stayed in the background, there for his children and Peggy and the other sisters.


  He shrugged.


  She stared at him until he finally sighed and leaned against the counter. “I’ve had better days, let’s put it that way.”


  “You were married a lot of years. It’s okay to be upset.”


  “I think I’m worried most about Elle. I think she feels really guilty.”


  “Wouldn’t be a bad idea for the three of you to sit down with a grief counselor.”


  “How are you doing?”


  “We’re sooo not going there.” She offered him a kind smile. “This is not about me. And I want you to feel free to lean on me and Andrew to get y’all through this.”


  “Karen said something about a hidden stash of bourbon?”


  “Neat, or on the rocks?”


  “On the rocks, please.” He sat at the kitchen table. Nevvie poured him a few fingers over ice and handed it to him.


  She looked up at the sound of rain pattering on the roof. She wished it’d stop, but they were directly in a line of showers being pulled along by Edgar heading out into the open Atlantic.


  “I’ve wondered if I hadn’t left her if she’d still be alive.”


  Nevvie threw a sharp look his way. “That kind of thinking will drive you crazy.”


  “I can’t help it.”


  “You can help it. There’s any number of permutations you can throw out there like that, but none of them will change a damn thing. None of them might have made any difference anyway. There’s no reason to torture yourself. No one blames you.”


  He took another swallow. “This feels unreal.”


  She reached out and squeezed his hand. “We’ll get through it as a family.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie managed to talk Clay out of a second drink and got him sent to bed. She gave up trying to get Peggy to do the same. Peggy sat on the couch, nestled against Andrew while they watched one late-night talk show after another.


  Laurie busied herself helping Nevvie fold laundry and doing other chores. When Nevvie spotted headlights in the driveway a little before two o’clock in the morning, she let out a sigh of relief.


  She practically ran out the door to tackle Tom when he stepped out of the passenger side of Tyler’s car. “Hey, mister.”


  He buried his face in her hair. “Hi, baby girl.”


  “And he didn’t kill me, love.”


  She smiled across the roof of the car at Tyler. “I’ll get to you in a minute.” She palmed Tom’s cheek and made him look her in the eye. “Are you okay?”


  He nodded. “Just tired and glad to be home.” He paused. “Well, you know what I mean.”


  “Home,” she said.


  Laurie gave her mom a hug when she got her car parked. “We can unload in the morning,” Kelly said. “I need sleep more than anything.”


  “Agreed,” Tyler said, walking around the car to give Nevvie a hug and a kiss.


  “Is Momma still up?” Tom asked.


  “Yeah.” Nevvie slipped her arm around Tom’s waist and walked with him. “She wanted to see you when you got here.”


  “Is she okay?”


  “She’s holding up.”


  In the living room, Peggy stood at Tom’s entrance. He rushed over to her and engulfed her in a hug.


  Nevvie looked at Tyler and tipped her head toward the kitchen. He caught her meaning and followed her. There, he gave her another hug and kiss, holding her tightly.


  She rested her head against his shoulder and felt her tears start again. “I was so worried about you guys.”


  “Shh, it’s all right, love. We’re here now. Let go.”


  She hadn’t meant to cry, had meant to keep it together, but the sudden relief of knowing she didn’t have to go it alone any longer overwhelmed her.


  Eventually, Nevvie managed to pull herself together. She washed her face at the kitchen sink. “Did you guys eat?”


  “We’re fine, love. I just want to go to bed.”


  “That makes two of us,” Tom said from the doorway. He looked haggard, his eyes red and puffy. “Momma and Dad just went to bed.” He scrubbed his face with his hand. “Andrew, I mean,” he said. Then he let out a sigh. “I don’t know what I mean. I’m so damned tired.”


  Nevvie hugged him again. “Let’s go to bed.”


  Despite her heart aching for Tom, it felt damned good to once again be sandwiched between her men in bed. She spooned with Tom, his arms wrapped around her from behind and his face pressed against the back of her neck. Tyler cuddled in close in front of her, his fingers laced through hers.


  Harley, not wanting to be left out, settled in at the bottom of the bed between Nevvie and Tyler.


  Like that, Nevvie had the best night’s sleep she’d had in over a week.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Alex looked himself over in the mirror of the darkened bathroom. The house, obviously a bank foreclosure from the sticker on the door and lack of yard upkeep, was vacant and had no electricity. At least it was shelter from the rain and a safe temporary hideout. He’d found it ridiculously easy to jimmy the rear sliding glass door to get in, and it was only a few streets over from Emily’s house. He’d left his stuff there when he went to pay Emily a visit, and it was where he returned after killing her.


  “Fuckin’ bitch,” he grumbled as he studied the furrows gouged in his cheek by her nails.


  He didn’t know why the water worked in the house, but he wasn’t questioning it. He splashed some on his face to rinse the blood off. He’d gotten nothing out of her except satisfaction as he slammed his fist into her face repeatedly until she’d stopped breathing. He hadn’t planned on killing her, just finding out where that fucking cunt Nevaeh was, but the bitch had damn near taken his eye out.


  Damn sure won’t let shit like that go unpunished.


  At least he’d gotten nearly eighty dollars out of her purse. He didn’t bother with her credit cards. They’d be too easy to track and maybe get him caught on a surveillance camera. He’d also taken some food from her fridge, cold cuts and a loaf of bread, that he ate at his hideout.


  He grabbed a quick, albeit cold, shower using the stuff he’d taken with him from the hurricane shelter.


  When he finished, he dressed and went into the living room and sat by the back sliders where light spilled in from a security lamp near the back fence. He held up the address book into the shaft of light so he could see. He’d try April Kinsey next. When he’d finally arrived in town on Saturday, he picked Emily because she lived the closest to the library where he’d used computers to look up where everyone lived. He wanted to get her sooner than that, but she’d had a damn open house going on and wasn’t alone until the real estate agent left.


  There was also a Karen and a Peggy he could go after if this April woman couldn’t or wouldn’t give him any information.


  Although he suspected after what he’d just done, he might need to wait a few days to catch any of them alone.


  He spent the night on the living room floor. It wasn’t the greatest bed, but dry carpet with a roof over his head beat mud any day.


  The next morning, he cautiously watched the neighboring houses through the window blinds. At the house next door, he watched a woman dressed for an office job buckle a baby into a car seat and leave. A little while later, a man, also dressed professionally, left.


  When Alex looked in the backyard, he found a gate leading to an open space between the houses, where another gate led to the neighbors’ backyard.


  Taking a chance, and not seeing anyone around, he knocked on the front door twice. After not getting an answer, he went into the backyard.


  He smiled. The house looked identical to the one he was staying in. After pulling his sleeves down over his hands to keep his fingerprints hidden, he tried the sliders. Locked, but it was just as easy to push up and sideways on the door and jimmy it free.


  Inside, he readjusted the door on the track and unlocked it before closing it behind him.


  The house felt empty, despite the signs of a family. No pets, no one left behind.


  He saw a pair of dish gloves draped over the edge of the kitchen sink and put them on. He rummaged through their fridge, found himself some food, and quickly ate it.


  That need met, he walked the house. No guns that he could find, but he got several dollars worth of change from a bowl on the owners’ dresser, as well as eight dollars in bills.


  He wondered if anyone had found Emily’s body yet.


  After spending an hour there, he’d also added a flashlight, a pocket knife, and a small battery-operated FM radio to his stash. He needed to travel light. Cash, weapons, food. He had no use for a computer or large electronics like a TV that he’d have to lug around. Couldn’t pawn anything, because they’d ask for ID and get him on camera.


  Once he finally tracked Nevvie down and exacted his revenge, he’d head out for Slidell. No one would find him once he got home to Louisiana. He had family and friends all up and down the state who’d hide him.


  After putting the gloves back on the sink, he looked around. It didn’t look like anyone had been there, and what little he took hopefully wouldn’t raise any suspicions. He went back out the sliders, making sure they were locked behind him.


  


  * * * *


  


  He risked a walk down to a convenience store for some food that evening. He watched and waited until four other customers had entered the store so he wouldn’t stand out as much.


  His GED wasn’t the only education he’d had while in prison. He’d gotten a great education from fellow inmates on how to act to not get caught.


  The next morning, he stole the newspaper from the driveway of a house three doors away. They had two newspapers lying in the drive already, so they probably weren’t home.


  He’d wait to case that house. He was more interested in the story on the front page.


  Back in his hideout, he spread the paper on the kitchen counter and read. He’d heard radio reports yesterday about the killing, but here it was in black and white.


  As he read, he didn’t learn anything other than what he already knew.


  Then, he grinned. “Family spokesperson Nevaeh Kinsey-Paulson, huh?” He let out a laugh. “More like family breeder cunt.” But he was on the right path. He’d find out where she was hiding and when he did, she’d fucking wish she’d never been born.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Early Friday morning, Nevvie stared out the kitchen window. She wished the rain would just stop for a day. Today, at least. The cliché was enough to set her nerves on edge and make her want to scream. She listened to it gently pattering on the roof off and on all night as sleep mostly eluded her despite Tom and Tyler’s comforting presence.


  The few times she did manage to drift off, she was haunted by dreams of the afternoon Alex nearly killed her in their kitchen. Wednesday and Thursday had been a blur of visitors and funeral preparations. Having Kelly and Tyler there meant Nevvie could step back and focus on Tom and Peggy and comforting them and the other sisters.


  At dawn, she’d carefully climbed out of bed without waking either man and made her way to the kitchen. Andrew had already beaten her there, of course, and was just starting a pot of coffee.


  He managed a wan smile. “Good morning, love.” He kissed her cheek. “Did you get any sleep last night?”


  She stared out the window at the mushy yard, which looked even more depressing in the early purple light. “Not much. How’s Mom?”


  “She’s trying to be very brave for the children, but this has truly crushed her, I fear. How fares Tom?”


  She shook her head. “Not much better.” She leaned against the counter and dropped her voice to ensure no one could hear her but Andrew. “Does it make me a horrible person to not feel much more than wanting this bullshit over with? I mean I’m not glad she’s dead, but if it was up to me, there wouldn’t be a funeral. I don’t even want to go. I’m only going to support everyone else.”


  “No, you are not a horrible person. I daresay it makes you human. Funerals are for the living. Let’s be honest about it. The deceased surely don’t give a rat’s arse, as you’d say.”


  Nevvie snorted. “Yeah. If Emily did, she’d be spinning in her coffin that Mom’s preacher is leading the service at her church. Seriously, what kind of eulogy do you give someone like her? ‘She didn’t boil puppies or put razors in Halloween candy. She was a closed-minded bigot, but she wasn’t in the Ku Klux Klan.’ I mean, come on. It’s really hard to say nice things about someone who spouted so much hate for others.”


  He sighed. “It’s something Peggy herself wrestled with yesterday. She confided in Reverend Mitchell about what Emily had done, both to you and how she’d estranged herself from her own children. She did, however, do some good in her life when the entirety of her deeds are considered. Sadly, it took her death to bring her family even closer together. The lesson to be learned, I suspect, is that we should examine our family bonds now and work to strengthen and renew them before it’s too late.”


  Nevvie chewed that over as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “I can live with that. It’s not hypocritical. It’s not blasting Emily. And most important, it’s not guilting the rest of us for not trying harder or some bullshit like that.” She sipped her coffee. “Mom’s not letting anyone get up and speak at the service, is she?”


  “No. She fears some of Emily’s church friends might try to turn it into a soapbox.” He frowned. “I thought perhaps Elle had exaggerated somewhat when telling us about Emily’s church friends. I fear she didn’t paint an accurate picture of how filled with hate some of those members truly are. The preacher and associates we met with yesterday were”—he paused, obviously trying to find the right word—“unique.”


  Nevvie could only imagine how unique they were. “They made Dolores look sane?”


  “Ah!” He pointed at her. “That’s a very apt way of stating it. It’s certainly more polite than how Peggy stated it yesterday.”


  “How’d she state it?”


  “I said they were a bunch of stuck-up assholes who’d better not think about opening their damn yaps at the service,” Peggy grumbled as she walked into the kitchen.


  An involuntary snort of laughter escaped Nevvie. “Mom! I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear like that.”


  Peggy stepped into Andrew’s arms for a hug. “That was tame,” Andrew said, “compared to what she said once we were alone.” He kissed the top of Peggy’s head. “Coffee, love?”


  “Yes, please.” She and Nevvie sat at the table. “I just want this over with. Thank you,” she said to Andrew when he brought her cup of coffee to her. Her eyes looked red and puffy, but her body language and expression currently screamed her resignation over the process. “I wouldn’t be having a service at all if it was completely up to me. But the twins still want to have a funeral for her.”


  “I know this is a tacky question, but who gets her house now that she’s dead?” Nevvie asked.


  “The twins. Emily had a new will drawn up after the divorce. That pompous little bastard yesterday tried to tell me Emily had promised the house to his church. I told him unless he had it in writing, he could shove the idea up his fucking ass.” She sipped her coffee.


  Nevvie’s eyes widened. “Wow, Mom. Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “I’m sorry, sugar. I’m just not myself.”


  Nevvie exchanged a concerned glance with Andrew, who stood behind Peggy. His eyebrows rose for a moment in an unmistakable expression of agreement with Nevvie’s assessment.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie suspected Tom wouldn’t have eaten anything for breakfast if she and Tyler hadn’t tag-teamed him and brought the food and coffee to him in their room. Even after his accident, in his darkest mental state then, he didn’t look as lost as he did now.


  Tyler left their bedroom to help Laurie and Kelly get the boys ready. John, who had arrived Thursday afternoon, and Kelly had volunteered to stay behind to babysit. Several of Peggy’s friends from church told Nevvie they would take care of everything for the wake at the church’s Fellowship Hall. The cemetery sat on the same property as the church, so at least they wouldn’t have to caravan back and forth.


  And Nevvie and Kelly wouldn’t have to deal with trying to wrangle a houseful of people later. Only immediate family had been invited back to the house after the wake. With Andrew’s blessings, Nevvie had already determined if anyone wanted to stay late enough for dinner, she’d order pizzas and they could eat whatever had been brought to the house over the past couple of days. If they didn’t like it, they could go get their own damn food.


  She wasn’t in a mood to put up with any guff from anyone. Not with so many of her family members hurting so badly and her feeling helpless to ease their heartache.


  “I wish I could do something, anything, to help you through this, Tommy.”


  He forced a smile, but didn’t look at her. “I know, baby girl. It’s just…” He shrugged. “Time.”


  He leaned his head against her shoulder. She draped her arm around him and cradled him against her. “We’ll get through it,” she softly assured him. She kissed his forehead. She hated the dark circles under his eyes. “Like Tyler said, we have big shoulders. That’s why we’re here for you.”


  “I’m just so angry,” he whispered, as if almost afraid to say it out loud. “I want to scream at her. I want to ask her why she had to be such a bitch. And I hate myself for it. I hate that I’m mad at her. She was the one killed. And I feel like a freaking dick because I’m mad at her for dying and leaving this bag of shit hanging over all of us. Over the twins and Clay, too. I was sad when Daddy died, but I wasn’t angry at him. I was angry at the son of a bitch who hit him, but not at Daddy. I knew Daddy loved us and loved Momma.”


  She looked down into his sweet brown eyes. The tears there broke her heart. “It’s okay to be angry,” she said. “There’s going to be a lot of things you feel that you don’t know how to deal with. You and your sisters. And Mom. I think one day you’ll be able to look back on the good stuff without thinking about the bad stuff.”


  “Will you?”


  She thought about it. “I never really had a good relationship with Emily. Not from the start. Tyler barely had a civil relationship with her. I don’t have good memories of her the way you do. But I don’t begrudge the good memories you do have. She was your sister and you loved her.”


  “What about you and Mary?”


  That took her aback. “What about her?”


  “Now that she’s died, are you able to look back at the good times?”


  He didn’t press her for an answer. It took her a few minutes to form her thoughts into something that might make sense. “I’ll never like that she left me. I’ll never agree it was the right thing for her to do. I don’t regret talking to her, because I got my answers. And I now have my birth mom and dad and Laurie. And Jacob and Kyle.” She thought some more. “But I can honestly say that yes, I have been able to look back a little and think about the good times. Mostly they were when Dad was still alive. And some before she met Preacher Jim. I had to forgive her. Just like Tyler was able to forgive Marcus. The only person hurt by not forgiving was me. It doesn’t absolve her of what she did, just like me making a conscious decision to forgive Emily now doesn’t absolve her for what she did to us. I know I can’t spend the rest of my life hating her, though. I feel sorry for her. Even without…you know. This.”


  He still looked sad, but she recognized the thoughtful expression in his eyes as he digested that. After a few minutes, he said, “I want to say I can forgive her, but I don’t think I can. Yet.”


  “Then don’t.”


  “Doesn’t that make me a hypocrite? Standing there while all these people who don’t have a clue what a bitch she was to us say how sorry they are for our loss when I’m still not that sure how sorry I am about it?”


  “No, Tommy. It makes you as human as the rest of us.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom and Karen sat in the front pew flanking Peggy, Clay, and the twins, with the other sisters on either side of them. Tyler, Nevvie, Laurie, Andrew, Bill, and others sat directly behind Tom and Peggy. By Nevvie’s estimate, less than two hundred people came for the service, with at least fifty of them from Emily’s church.


  Nevvie tried to tune out everyone else, including some overly loud sniffles from Emily’s church friends, and focus on her family.


  At least we’re spared an open casket, she thought not for the first time as the preacher led into the first Bible reading.


  The service lasted almost forty minutes, which was thirty-five minutes too long for Nevvie’s liking, but she kept her mouth shut. When the time came for them to carry the casket out to the cemetery, Tom, Tyler, Clay, Andrew, Bill, Danny, and Cheryl’s and Katie’s husbands got up to be the pallbearers.


  The drizzle had, miraculously, let up for a little while. Long enough that the people who couldn’t fit under the tent over the grave didn’t get wet.


  Emily would be buried next to her father. Nevvie realized this was the first time she’d ever been to Adam Kinsey’s grave. While she stood there for the final prayer before Emily’s coffin was lowered into the grave, she tried not to think about the last time she stood by a grave, when she was eight and the hot Florida sun beat down on her and Mary.


  After the service was over, she kept her arm hooked through Tom’s and walked with him over to the Fellowship Hall. There, Nevvie kept what she hoped looked like a genuine, polite smile plastered on her face while everyone came up to Peggy, Tom, and the sisters to express their condolences.


  It took them over two hours to get out of there and caravan back home. Alone in the car with Tyler and Nevvie, Tom closed his eyes and pulled his tie off. “Thank fucking god that’s over with.”


  She reached over the front seat and rubbed his shoulders. “You okay?”


  He patted her hand. “I will be, baby girl. I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier for you.”


  “Me, too, love,” Tyler said.


  At the house, Nevvie hurried inside to help Kelly prepare. At one point in the afternoon, she noticed Tyler still wore his suit coat. “You want me to take that for you and hang it up?” she asked.


  “No, it’s all right, love. I’m fine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler breathed a sigh of relief when she let the subject drop. He’d worn the underarm holster all day. The jacket was a little on the warm side, but it easily hid the gun. And whoever had killed Emily was still out there.


  He wouldn’t take any chances.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alex sat in the stolen car and watched the funeral procession from the front of the church to the graveside. He hunkered down in his car, unable to contain his smile. Yep, there was that goddamn cunt and her two fag boys.


  Now all he had to do was figure out where they were staying. He thought about following them when they left, but that would be too risky. There would be too many people around today for him to try it.


  He reached over to the passenger seat and put his hand on the address book. Everything he needed was right there.


  After the graveside service ended and people began heading toward the hall or their cars, Alex took that opportunity to leave. He wanted to get out of there before he was spotted.


  He’d enjoy the look of shock on her face when he caught up with her.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Despite desperately needing a break from Tyler’s incessant hovering around her when he wasn’t working, Nevvie wasn’t looking forward to this excursion with John. Not that she didn’t want to spend time with him, but she would have preferred a different activity.


  John, on the other hand, thought it even more urgent than ever that she know how to shoot.


  Peggy had politely declined their invitation to join them. Nevvie knew she was still struggling with Emily’s death, but had hoped she would go to get her mind off things for a while.


  John checked in with the skeet club’s office, and they filled out forms to become members. When Nevvie went to pay, he stayed her hand.


  “No you don’t. Put your wallet away.”


  “But, Dad—”


  “No buts, young lady.”


  They looked at each other and burst out laughing. He hugged her. “Do you know how long I’ve wished I could say that to you?”


  “All right, Dad. You win.”


  They walked out to the skeet field with the range officer who would pull for them. They had the field to themselves. John took a few minutes to explain the procedure to Nevvie. “I’m going to shoot each station first so you can see how it’s done.”


  “I’m probably not going to hit anything. You realize that, right?”


  “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Don’t sell yourself short before you’ve even tried it.” To the range officer he said, “I’ll shoot full doubles, but can you pull on report for her?”


  The man nodded. “Sure.”


  “What’s that mean?” she asked.


  “He won’t launch the second bird in the doubles until after you’ve fired at the first one. It’ll be easier for you.”


  “Oh.” That still didn’t mean much to her.


  She followed John and the range officer out to a small concrete pad on the far left side of the field, next to a small concrete block building. “That’s the high house,” John said. He and the range officer both donned their shooting muffs and safety glasses. Nevvie followed suit.


  He broke the gun open and loaded one shell. “Load the bottom barrel when you’re shooting singles,” he told her. He closed the gun, mounted it to his shoulder, and took aim. “Pull!”


  The range officer hit a button on a small remote control he carried that was tethered to a long cord.


  Nevvie heard a whirring noise above them and realized a clay disk had been launched from the house they were standing against. Before the clay had reached the center of the field, John fired, shattering it.


  He loaded another shell. “The next bird will come from the low house,” he said, pointing at another concrete building on the other end of the field. He aimed. “Pull!”


  A clay disk shot out of the other building, coming toward them. Again, John fired before it crossed the center of the field, this time taking a chunk off the side of it, but not shattering it.


  “Does that still count?” she asked.


  He nodded. “Yep.” He loaded two shells. “This time I’m shooting doubles, so I loaded two shells.” He put the shotgun to his shoulder. “Pull!”


  Nevvie heard birds launch out of both houses, flying toward each other in the field. He fired twice, taking one out and missing the second. She’d barely seen either one of them.


  “That was great!”


  “You want your option?” the range officer asked.


  He shook his head. “No, not yet.”


  “What’s that mean?” Nevvie asked.


  “I missed one. You get one chance to make it up. It’s called the ‘option.’”


  “Oh.”


  He showed her how to stand and hold the gun. Then he stepped back. “Now load a shell in the bottom barrel.”


  She carefully broke the gun open, pulled a shell out of the pocket of the shooting vest, and loaded it. Then she closed the gun and put it back to her shoulder.


  “Take your time,” John said. “Get used to how it feels.”


  “You want to see one first?” the range officer asked.


  “Okay.”


  “Take your finger off the trigger and don’t fire.”


  When she did, he hit the button. She heard the mechanism in the high house launch a disk. It appeared above and in front of her, traveling away from her.


  “Okay?” he asked.


  She nodded and took a deep breath. “Pull!”


  He did. It seemed like the bird flew twice as fast as it had when she watched it before, but she fired, flinching at the feel of the gun’s recoil into her shoulder.


  And missed.


  “That’s okay,” John said. “That was good. Try not to flinch next time.”


  “You want your option?” the range officer asked.


  “Might as well,” she said. “It’ll get used up regardless.”


  She tried again and missed again.


  By the time they’d worked their way around all the stations, she’d only hit four birds, which both men assured her was excellent considering she’d never even fired a shotgun before.


  “You’re not flinching from the gun anymore,” John observed. “That’s good.”


  She also felt more comfortable holding it, and confident in how to load it. “Can we shoot another round?”


  “Absolutely.”


  They shot a total of four rounds. Nevvie’s right shoulder hurt like hell by the time they finished, but she’d achieved a score of fourteen on the fourth round, which John told her was excellent for a newbie. The fact that he shot a twenty or higher on each round didn’t escape her notice.


  “What’s a perfect round?” she asked.


  “Twenty-five.” He put away their guns.


  She thought about it. “Can we come back tomorrow?”


  He grinned. “Addictive, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. I don’t think I could ever hunt unless my kids were starving, but that was fun.” And it had been fun.


  “And, even more important, now you’re comfortable shooting a shotgun. I have no doubts if you or the kids were in danger, you could safely shoot.”


  “I still don’t think a shotgun is the most practical defensive weapon.”


  “No. But until you let me talk you into a handgun, it’ll have to do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they returned to the house, they sat on the back porch, and he showed her how to clean the guns. While they were doing that, Kelly, Peggy, Andrew, and Laurie returned from their shopping trip.


  Laurie ran up to them and kissed her dad. “Are we going skeet shooting?”


  “We?” Nevvie asked.


  “She shoots around a nineteen on average,” John said. “Sorry, honey. We already went. Want to go with us tomorrow?”


  “Yes, duh. How’d you do?” she asked Nevvie.


  Nevvie blushed. “I didn’t know you shot skeet.”


  “Oh, yeah. Dad taught me last year. What’d you shoot?”


  “Not as good as you, apparently.”


  “Don’t tease your sister,” John playfully scolded Laurie. Then he grinned at Nevvie. “That’s another one I’ve always wanted to say.”


  


  * * * *


  


  April Kinsey lived in an apartment, but she was rarely there and Alex saw no signs of his quarry. One time he took the risk of following her to work. Later, she went to some guy’s place where she spent the night. Trying to get information out of her would put him at too much risk. He’d try the other names first.


  He watched Karen Kinsey’s apartment for two days. She had a boyfriend or fuck buddy or someone living with her, but he saw no signs of Nevaeh or the fag boys. Unfortunately, the apartment complex was too busy for him to try to break in. Someone would call the police in no time.


  Cheryl also had a guy, but they lived together in a house. She was never home alone. And after watching her place for a couple of days, he had to admit it didn’t look like anyone else was there with them.


  Katie had two teenaged boys, a tiny house, and a very large and loud German Shepherd. Looked like there was barely room in it for them to live, much less extra people. He wouldn’t bother trying. It wasn’t worth risking getting caught or raising that cunt’s suspicions that he was after her. He knew she was in the area. He would find her. If he couldn’t locate her after his next target, then he’d have to rethink things, maybe go after April or Katie, even. Threaten her kids to get the info.


  But not yet. He had one more chance before resorting to that.


  That left him with the last name on the list—Peggy.


  He liked that her house was in a rural area, until he realized how rural. He’d have to hide the car somewhere and hike in. The road she lived on dead-ended less than a mile past her drive, so he didn’t have the excuse of just driving through to avoid suspicion.


  He was parked at a shopping center on the main road, trying to decide what to do, when the back end of a car that had just passed him caught his eye.


  He grinned. He knew a Florida license plate when he saw one. Just to be sure, he quickly started the car and pulled out into traffic. He only got close enough to be able to see the plate for sure, then turned off onto a side street.


  He would have also sworn the woman in the passenger seat was Nevaeh.


  Fuckin’ jackpot!


  He headed back to the house he’d been using for the past several days, another foreclosure in a rather desolate area. After grabbing his stuff, he made his way back to the shopping center to wait. There were a lot of woods in the area. He’d walk in and see if he could catch her alone, or if he’d have to wait. But if he could get her…


  He grinned. He’d take care of her and haul ass west.


  Being able to take out her fag boys would be a bonus.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Nearly two weeks after Emily’s funeral, life returned to something akin to normal in Peggy’s house. The police were still no closer to catching whoever committed the atrocity, and DNA results hadn’t come back yet.


  Although in the back of Nevvie’s mind she remained convinced Alex was involved, she tried to heed Detective Platt’s words that it was highly unlikely.


  Andrew somehow managed to coax a smile from Peggy. They started taking long afternoon walks every day with Adam, Mikey, and Harley. Nevvie usually didn’t join them and even offered to take care of the boys for them, but they enjoyed having the kids along.


  Laurie started school, and John and Kelly relented to Peggy’s request for them to stay there until they found a permanent home, instead of just renting an apartment somewhere on a temporary basis. With Clay, Danny, and Elle no longer there, they had plenty of room. Danny and Elle decided they would still sell their mom’s house and use the money to pay off student loans they owed.


  Tom and John had both made trips back to Florida, John for dealing with the insurance paperwork, and Tom for work and arranging the logistics of their impending move. Kyle and Jacob’s apartment wasn’t livable, so Tom had them move in permanently. They would pay rent and utilities, as well as keep the place up, which solved one issue for Nevvie and her men. It meant they could keep the Tampa house. They would also have a place to stay if they needed one.


  They closed on Ben Jones’ property, but wouldn’t take possession of it until several weeks after Karen’s wedding. And even then, they wouldn’t be living there. Tom had already started drawing up plans for the addition, including guest rooms and offices for him and Tyler on the first floor, a master suite for them on the second floor, and additional bathrooms for their growing family. They would also put in a pool and a screened lanai and remodel the kitchen.


  Nevvie would miss seeing Pete and Eddie and their other friends all the time, but knowing that Alex was still out there somewhere, it meant she didn’t have to live her life looking over her shoulder all the time.


  It also meant she could let her kids play in the backyard without worrying if he would show up and hurt them.


  That afternoon, Tyler had actually called it quits early, emerging from his RV office before Andrew and Peggy set off on their walk.


  “Why don’t you join us, Ty?” Peggy said. “You hardly get any exercise.”


  “Yeah, Daddy,” Adam chimed in. “Come walk with us.”


  “Oh, all right. Let me put on some shorts.”


  Nevvie was amused when, a few minutes later, Tyler emerged in shorts and what looked to be one of Tom’s T-shirts. It hung down past his hips.


  “You’re certainly going native.”


  “What?”


  She pointed at his outfit. “I’ve rarely seen you so…disheveled.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “I believe it’s called casual.”


  “Okay. Whatever.” When she went to put her arms around his waist, he intercepted her and draped them over his shoulders before giving her a kiss.


  “We shall return soon, love.”


  “You’d better. I’m cooking a pot roast tonight.” She watched the five of them head out the door and down the driveway.


  With Laurie at school and John and Kelly out shopping, it would have been a good chance for fooling around with Tommy. Except that he’d returned from Florida the evening before and his leg was hurting him. He’d taken a pain pill that morning and had to lie down for a nap before lunch. Nevvie grabbed her Kindle, her iPod and earbuds, and a beach towel. She headed down to the pond to read for a while. Mommy time would be a precious rarity in the early days once the twins were born.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alex had watched the house for several days and knew the path through the woods to reach it by heart. At night, there were always a bunch of people around. In the afternoon, around the same time, the old woman and man took a walk with the two little brats. From the Florida license plates on some of the vehicles, he guessed they were probably Nevaeh’s brats.


  He watched as the man and woman he didn’t know, who also drove a car with Florida plates, left a while ago.


  By his best reckoning, that meant this was the best chance he’d have at the cunt for a while. She might have her fag boys there, but if he could get in and get out fast, even if he didn’t get them, at least he could get her.


  No stupid fucking cunt makes a fool out of me.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie tried for the better part of twenty minutes to get into her book, but couldn’t. The day had turned hot. Even with a breeze and sitting in the shade of a giant oak tree, she wasn’t comfortable. She felt unsettled. There was something weird going on with Tyler, and she wanted to find out what. Today wasn’t the first time he’d stopped her from hugging him. She wondered if his back was bothering him and he wasn’t saying anything.


  Wouldn’t be the first time he’d toughed out symptoms.


  She gathered her things and trekked back up to the house. She would be in dire need of a shopping trip herself before long. She didn’t have any of her old maternity clothes anymore, and what she had with her soon wouldn’t fit.


  She found Tom awake and in the kitchen, rummaging around in the fridge for something. “What are you looking for?”


  “Are we out of Coke?”


  “There’s some in the shed.” She saw he was using his cane. “Want me to go get it for you?”


  He kissed her. “Naw, baby girl. I’ll do it. I need to stretch my legs.”


  “Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler paid little attention to the conversation as they walked. His mind was torn between plot snags in his latest work in progress, their plans for the new house, and wondering what he was going to say to Nevvie when she eventually got around to confronting him about why he was dodging some of her hugs.


  The look in her eye in the kitchen before they left told him that much.


  Part of him felt silly for still continuing to carry a gun. Part of him, that same part that warned him so many years ago that Nevvie was in trouble, told him he’d better keep his eyes open. Alex was still on the loose, and law enforcement in Florida had other priorities in light of the vast destruction Edgar left behind.


  He held no illusions that finding one absconded parolee wasn’t their highest priority. Nor could he blame them.


  He wanted to believe with all his heart that Alex was reasonable enough to simply flee the state and return to whatever bottom-dwelling origins he emerged from in Louisiana.


  That was what reasonable, rational people would think.


  Unfortunately, the pesky little paranoid warning alarm in his mind refused to be rational. The fact that he was a writer who’d made a name and living for himself writing about crime and the darker side of human nature led his imagination to also believe he shouldn’t let his guard down yet.


  They slowly made their way down the lane, toward the dirt road that led from the main road. Mikey held on to Mom’s and Dad’s hands the entire way. He would soon be sprinting along after his big brother. When they finally reached the road, they turned around.


  “Back to the house?” Tyler asked.


  “No, we usually walk down to the other end,” Peggy said.


  “Can we stop by and look at the new house, Daddy?” Adam asked.


  He didn’t really want to. He felt the sweat running down his back as it was, the holster and weight of the gun chafing the hollow of his back, but his son looked so hopeful. “If Grandma and Grandpa want to, I suppose we can.”


  “I don’t see why not,” Andrew said. “Ben loves it when we stop by with the boys.”


  Thanks a lot, Dad. Tyler forced a smile. “Right. Then let’s get moving, shall we?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alex waited and watched the front of the house. He saw the two old farts and the kids leave. Even better, one of the fag boys went with them.


  That meant, hopefully, only Nevaeh and the other fag were in the house.


  Unfortunately, there weren’t any good ways to approach the house without having to cross a lot of open space in the yard. He risked someone seeing him.


  There were a few cars parked in the yard, but no good way for him to get around to the other side of the property to come in from that way.


  After considering his options, he left his bag by a tree. He wouldn’t leave it in the car in case someone found and towed it while he wasn’t there. He worked his way through the woods running along the side of the property until he was close to the shed. He’d checked the night before and found it unlocked.


  Sure enough, it still was. He ducked inside, able to watch the house through a small window while he made up his mind about what to do.


  That’s when he heard a door open, then swing shut again. He looked and saw the other fag slowly making his way across the yard toward the storage shed.


  Fuck me, he’s a crip! He couldn’t believe his luck. While he stood there, staring at the asshole’s cane, he nearly flubbed his chance. Moving fast, he ducked behind a pile of boxes.


  “Hey, Tommy?”


  He somehow managed to stifle his cry of victory. That was the bitch herself!


  “Yeah, Nev?”


  “Can you do me a favor and bring me some ginger ale while you’re at it, please?”


  “Sure thing.”


  Light flooded the shed’s interior as the crip fag stepped through the door. Alex heard the sounds of the man’s uneven steps crossing the wooden floor when the wind blew the door shut behind him. He heard a refrigerator door open for a moment, followed by the sounds of cans rattling against each other, and then the door being shut again.


  Alex stood, but he was a hair too slow. The guy got the shed door open again and was about to step out it. Alex rushed up behind him, punching him in the back of the head as he hooked an arm around him and dragged him back inside.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie did a double-take. She could have sworn she saw Tommy start to come out of the shed.


  Maybe he fell?


  She was starting to worry about him when a few minutes passed and he didn’t reappear. She went through the front door, taking the porch steps two at a time and hurrying across the yard when she heard the sounds of a scuffle.


  As she broke into a sprint, the shed door swung open again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom didn’t know what or who the fuck hit him. He blindly swung his cane around, scoring a solid thud against the guy. He let the cans of soda fall from his arms and ducked a swing. It allowed him to bring the tip of his cane up into the man’s midsection.


  He lurched for the door, but the man latched onto the ankle of his bad leg, making him see stars when he wrenched him around and started dragging him back.


  Tom flipped over, adrenaline surging through his veins, and swung at the man’s head.


  “Goddamn fag bastard!” his attacker yelled.


  Tom’s blood ran cold. He’d know that goddamn voice anywhere.


  He kicked with his good leg, screaming in rage. “Let me go, you son of a bitch!” With sudden, painful clarity, he knew who’d killed Emily.


  He managed to twist free and tried to push himself up to sprint for the door, but Alex fell on him again. All he could do was shove the shed door open. Horrified, he spotted Nevvie crossing the yard, coming toward the shed.


  “Nevvie, run!”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they reached Peggy’s driveway, Tyler knew he had no desire to continue the walk with them. Besides it being so blasted hot, he wanted to get back to the house and put his mind at ease that Nevvie and Tom were all right. It didn’t matter how many times he told himself he was just being silly, when he had one of these feelings, until he saw for himself that everything was fine, he wouldn’t believe it.


  “You know,” he said, “I just had the idea I needed for my book. Would you mind terribly if I went back to work?”


  Adam frowned. “You said we’d go to the new house, Daddy.” He’d quickly grown fond of Ben Jones, who liked to spoil Mikey and Adam with little treats when they stopped by.


  “We can still go, sugar,” Peggy assured him. “I’m sure he’d like to see you. It’s all right, Ty. We understand. Go on.” She offered him a smile.


  He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Aces, Mom. Thank you.” He knelt down, his gut screaming with absolute certainty that they should continue the walk and not return to the house yet. “I’ll see you all when you get back.”


  He watched them walk off before turning and heading down the driveway. A few hundred yards long, it wound through beautiful pine woods. There were still a few felled trees he needed to help Tom and John cut up, but they had been pulled off to the side of the driveway and weren’t in the way.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie froze in place, jaw agape as the breeze blew the shed door shut again. She had maybe two heartbeats to think about what she’d just seen before instinct took over.


  Whirling around, she sprinted back to the house, no idea if Alex was running after her or not and nearly tripping as she scrambled up the stairs and through the front door. Slamming it behind her, she flipped the deadbolt. It wouldn’t stop him for long because the other two doors were unlocked and she didn’t have time to go lock them.


  Instead, she ran for Peggy’s room. She yanked the closet door open and cursed as she threw clothes out of her way, exposing the gun safe.


  Her trembling fingers didn’t help matters any as she tried three times to open it. Finally, as she burst into tears, she got it on the fourth try.


  She pulled the door open and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She started to grab John’s gun case, but remembered he kept a trigger lock on his. She yanked one of the other cases out of the safe and managed to rip the zipper open. She pulled out Adam’s old Browning with a cry of relief.


  She fumbled the box of shells, spilling them all over the safe and the closet floor.


  “Fuck!” She grabbed a handful of the shells, jammed them in her pocket, then grabbed several more loose shells before whirling around and running for the hallway.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alex roared when he spotted Nevvie in the yard, but the fag boy got in a lucky kick, nailing him in the chin and throwing him back. That gave the guy time to get to his feet and start throwing punches.


  How long before the cops arrived and blew his chances?


  His hand came to rest on one of the soda cans at the same time the fag stepped on another one. The can rolled out from under him, throwing him to the floor.


  Alex fell on top of him, punching him with the can. It exploded, startling him and showering them both with soda.


  Before he could get his hands on the guy again, he rolled on top of Alex, pinning him to the floor with the cane across his throat. Alex grabbed it before the guy crushed his windpipe. A deadly game of reverse tug-of-war started, both of them pushing with all their strength.


  Alex hooked a leg around one of the guy’s legs and started wrenching. The guy let out a cry and wavered for just long enough Alex could shove him off.


  “Fuckin’ gimp fag bastard!” Alex screamed, charging him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom knew he wasn’t just fighting for his life, but for Nevvie’s and Tyler’s and everyone else’s, too. If they returned, Alex wouldn’t hesitate to kill everyone he could get his hands on.


  He thought he finally had the upper hand when he pinned Alex by the throat with his cane, but then the bastard hooked a leg around his bad leg and wrenched just enough that the pain took his breath away.


  It was the opening Alex needed to shove him off.


  “Fuckin’ gimp fag bastard!” he screamed as he charged at him. Tom tried to prep for the blow, to not let the wind get knocked out of him.


  They fell against a pile of Elle and Danny’s boxes that cushioned some of the blow. And the confusion as the pile came down on both of them gave Tom just the advantage he needed to launch a few blind punches in the direction of Alex’s head. His fist made satisfying contact with an ear, rewarding him a howl of pain in return.


  Tom pushed off for the door again. Hopefully Nevvie was on the phone to the cops already. He didn’t know if he could outrun Alex, but he also knew he didn’t stand a fair chance against him in the crowded shed. He’d almost made the door again when Alex made a grab for Tom’s shirt and hauled him back.


  “Gonna kill you like I killed your fuckin’ sister, you pansy gimp fag boy. Just like I’m gonna kill that goddamn worthless cunt what put me in jail!”


  “Fucking bastard!” Tom raged. He forgot about getting away and focused on killing the asshole with his bare hands.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie ran for the side door that opened on the side of the house away from the shed. She broke the gun open as she hit the stairs, swearing when she realized the snap caps were still in place. It took precious seconds for her trembling hands to pull them out and drop them to the ground. She stuck all but two of the shells in her other front pocket, and slammed the other two shells into the barrels.


  Closing the gun, she ran around the front side of the house and stared at the shed. Inside, she heard the sounds of vicious fighting, Tom, and Alex’s unmistakable voice.


  I was right. Oh my God, I was right. She knew with certainty now who killed Emily. Vindication warred with grief that this animal had murdered Emily. She didn’t know how he’d found out where Emily lived, but it was the only explanation that made sense.


  She rushed for the shed door when it burst open again. Both men spilled out, punching and grabbing at each other. She froze, mounting the gun to her shoulder. She couldn’t shoot. She worried about hitting Tom.


  Instead she fired one high, over their heads and peppering the side of the shed over the door with steel shot.


  Both men froze as she brought the gun back down and pointed it at them. “Get the fuck off him, Alex. The next one blows your goddamn brains out.”


  “Fucking bitch!” He launched himself at her.


  Tom threw himself at Alex. Nevvie, taking an involuntary step back, tripped. Her finger squeezed the trigger, sending another load of shot high into the shed and shattering the small window by the door.


  “Nevvie, run!” Tom screamed again.


  She let out a scream and took off. Behind her, she heard the men fighting again. She didn’t dare look. She bolted down the backyard, toward the pond, trying to fish two more shells out of her pocket.


  How could I be so fucking stupid! She’d had him right there, but she’d been too afraid of hitting Tom to fire at Alex.


  Behind her, she heard a sickening thud and Alex’s triumphant cry. She turned and broke the gun open, dropping one of the new shells as she tried to pull the two spent ones from the barrels.


  Alex was running toward her. She jammed the shell home, closed the gun, and fired from the hip, missing him.


  He was too close. He’d catch her. She spun the barrel of the gun around and swung it at him like a club. He grabbed onto it and shoved it toward her, throwing her off-balance. As she tried to step back, he pulled the gun from her grasp and fired.


  Click.


  He grinned. “Come here, you fucking cunt.”


  Her foot hit a chuckhole, twisting her ankle. As she fell backward, she screamed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler broke into a run. Fuck! Nevvie wouldn’t be shooting skeet in their backyard, so either she was killing a rattlesnake, or firing in self-defense.


  He drew the gun and ran the length of the driveway, cursing that he couldn’t see until he rounded the final bend. Nothing looked out of place until he passed the cars and spotted Tom’s still form on the ground outside the shed…


  And Alex standing over Nevvie in the backyard.


  He flipped the safety off the gun, bringing it up as he ran. The world faded around him. Every hour he’d spent imagining Alex LaRogue’s face on one of his targets came to mind.


  Aim for the little red circle.


  Twenty-five yards behind Alex, he stopped and took aim.


  This ends here, and this ends now.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom couldn’t see which way Nevvie went. All he knew was he had to keep Alex from getting her. The men tumbled again, Tom getting a few more good slugs in before his foot slipped on some gravel in the driveway. Alex grabbed him by the back of the head and slammed him, face-first, into the side of the shed.


  He crumbled to the ground, barely hanging on to consciousness, the wind knocked out of him and pain blossoming from his broken nose.


  He tried to catch his breath and roll over, but could barely manage to turn his head.


  Fuck, I’m hurt bad. He was hallucinating. He couldn’t be seeing Tyler, a gun in his hand, charging up behind Alex.


  That’s when he coughed from the blood in his throat. The pain in his battered ribs dragged him down into darkness.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie tried to scramble backward across the grass away from Alex, but he started toward her. “No more runnin’, you goddamned fuckin’ cunt! I spent all them years in jail because of you.”


  “It was your own fault!” she screamed back. “You fucking stabbed me! You tried to kill me!”


  “Gave you a good fucking life!” he raged back.


  “You gave me shit! I worked my ass off and you were a fucking lazy goddamned asshole!”


  He roared and raised the gun over his head to club her with it.


  Nevvie didn’t understand what happened. One second, she was staring at Alex’s enraged and crazed face. The next, six loud explosions shattered the afternoon. Alex’s body jumped. She was suddenly covered in a warm, red shower of spray and what felt like raw liver. And Alex’s face was no longer recognizable.


  As she stared, the scream building in her throat, he fell first to his knees, then collapsed on top of her. The shotgun fell from his limp hands.


  Panic set in as she thrashed, trying to get him off her, trying to get the stuff off her, the sticky, warm, copper-penny-smelling nasty crap off her, wordless screams exploding from her lungs as she tried to free herself.


  And Tyler ran up, seemingly from out of nowhere, yelling at her. She couldn’t understand him over her own screams. He grabbed her arm and hauled her out from under Alex’s body and fell to the ground with her in his arms.


  “Are you okay?” he yelled.


  She couldn’t stop screaming, crying, trying to get away. Alex was going to get up any minute now and—


  “Love!” Tyler yelled at her. She realized in addition to her screaming, her ears were still ringing from the three shotgun blasts and the six loud reports she was beginning to think were gunshots.


  That’s when she felt a stinging slap on her cheek, shocking enough to silence her cries. Tyler immediately cradled her cheeks again. “Nevvie! Answer me, are you hurt?”


  Eyes wide, she shook her head. “Just my ankle. But Tommy!”


  Tyler looked over his shoulder. “Thomas!” he screamed.


  Nevvie let out a sob of relief when Tom raised one hand at them from where he lay on the ground by the shed.


  Tyler grabbed her under her armpits and dragged her a few more feet away from Alex’s body. Then he picked up a handgun, removed the clip, and cycled a round out of the chamber before returning to kneel beside her.


  “Gun?” She stared at him.


  His expression still looked dark and deadly as he studied Alex’s body. “Yes, love. I’m sorry. I owe you and Thomas an apolo—”


  She grabbed him and kissed him, sobbing. “Thank you! Thank you for not listening to me! Thank you!” She dissolved into tears.


  He gathered her into his arms again, her gore-splattered head tucked under his chin. “It’s all right, love. The nightmare is truly over.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler could barely hear anything. The odd, random thought flitted into his mind that now he completely understood why ear protection was mandatory at the gun range.


  He stood and scooped Nevvie into his arms. With his pulse barely starting to slow, he carried her across the backyard to where Tom had rolled himself over. He set her down next to him. Then he leaned against the shed wall, his gaze on Alex’s body, and slid down the wall.


  He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed 911.


  “911, what is your emergency?”


  Nevvie, still sobbing, was trying to check Tom. Content Tom wasn’t in immediate danger of dying, he focused on the operator’s voice.


  He knew someone who made a living as a wordsmith should have words for this. He didn’t know where to start. He opted for the address. “1519 Pine Hill Lane. A man tried to kill my wife and husband. I…” He swallowed. “I shot him.”


  “1519 Pine Hill Lane. I’m dispatching police and EMS. Is he alive, sir?”


  Tyler stared at the still form. “I bloody well hope not.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  They were still sitting there when the first deputy rolled up the driveway, lights and sirens blaring. They’d managed to get Tom into a sitting position, braced against the shed wall. Nevvie’s ankle had already swollen to the size of a grapefruit. If it wasn’t broken, it was at the very least badly sprained.


  Tyler raised his hand and waved at the deputy. He didn’t even know if he could stand at this point, the adrenaline crash hitting him full force.


  Odd, I’ve written about it. Now I get to feel it.


  The deputy rushed over, gun drawn.


  “Let me see your hands.”


  Tyler raised his, but pointed at Alex’s body with one of them. “I shot him. I left the gun on the grass over there. I believe it’s completely unloaded, but double-check before you pick it up, please.”


  The deputy holstered his gun and spoke into his radio as he ran over to where Alex lay. Three more deputies joined him before the ambulance arrived.


  “Is he really dead?” Nevvie asked. “Are you really fucking sure he’s totally dead? Maybe we should cut off his head or jam a stake through his fucking heart.”


  Tyler suspected Nevvie wasn’t far from a hysterical breakdown.


  Tom let out a barking laugh. “He was a psychopathic asshole, not a zombie.”


  “I don’t fucking care! I want to know for sure he’s dead!”


  The deputy walked back over to them. “Ma’am, he’s definitely dead.”


  “Are you sure? How can you be sure?”


  “Most of his brain’s gone. And his face. And he has several holes in him. I’m no doctor, but that makes me pretty sure he’s not getting up and running a marathon.”


  Nevvie and Tom both refused to be loaded into the ambulance before they had given their statements and been assured Tyler wasn’t in trouble. Deputies had intercepted Andrew and Peggy and the kids at the driveway and escorted them to Ben’s house, at Tyler’s request, to wait. They also diverted Laurie, and John and Kelly, when they returned.


  Somewhere along the line, Detective Platt arrived.


  Nevvie glared at him and pointed to the gore still drying on her. “Not my imagination anymore, is it, Detective Fucktardo?” Her voice bore an unmistakably shrill edge of hysteria.


  He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”


  “Nev, love, please calm down,” Tyler said. “It’s not his fault. They didn’t know.”


  “They should’ve known!” she screamed. “I told them! They should have fucking known it was him when I told them about him!”


  Tyler gave the detective credit for maintaining his composure. “Ma’am, even you admitted you didn’t know how he could find your sister-in-law.”


  One of the deputies walked over and spoke to Platt. His face clouded. “Where?” He looked at the three of them. “I’ll be right back. Wait here.” He and the deputy left at a fast jog.


  Crime scene technicians were still processing evidence, but at least someone had covered Alex’s body with a sheet. Tyler had hit him with each of the six shots he’d fired, the hollow-points doing their job admirably.


  He’d never admit it, but he was pleased to overhear one of the techs say it looked like at least two of the slugs went through the back of his skull, the others hitting him in the torso.


  A cold calm had also settled over him.


  “Look,” Nevvie said, a shrill, brittle edge to her tone, “can we please wash off? I want his fucking brains out of my hair.”


  Crime scene techs had already photographed them, so one of the deputies nodded. “It’s okay,” he told the paramedics.


  Tyler simply pointed to the hose coiled around the shed corner. One of the paramedics got it, turned the hose on, and helped Nevvie rinse off. She yanked her shirt off, apparently not caring everyone could see her bra. Tom pulled his shirt off when she finished and handed it to her. She pulled it on over her wet bra.


  Tyler pulled his shirt off, too, and washed off the blood and gore Nevvie had transferred to him.


  Detective Platt returned a few minutes later, carrying a duffle bag. “We found this bag at the edge of the property. This was in it.” He held up a zip-top evidence bag. When Tyler saw what was inside it, he let out a harsh laugh.


  “Oh bloody hell! How did he get his fucking hands on that?”


  “That’s my address book,” Nevvie said, blanching. She looked at Tyler. “That’s the one I wanted y’all to bring to me from the Tampa house. He went to our fucking house? He was in our goddamned house?” She burst into tears again.


  Tyler held her. “It’s all right, love. He shall never hurt us again.”


  Tom placed a hand on her shoulder. Tyler hated seeing the bruises on his lover’s body. He’d have two black eyes, and need surgery for his nose, no doubt.


  But at least he was alive.


  They were both alive.


  And Alex was gone for good.


  Tom’s voice sounded thick and garbled through his swollen lips. “He’s dead, Nev. It’s over. He’s gone.”


  “He was in our fucking house! He could have hurt our kids!” A look of horror crossed her face. “The kids! Where’s the kids, and Mom and Dad? Are they okay?” Tyler knew she was still two breaths from hysteria.


  “They’re fine,” Tyler assured her. “They’re at Ben’s house next door, with a deputy.


  “Oh, thank God!”


  Detective Platt wanted one more run-through from Tyler on what happened, but he assured Nevvie and Tom that no charges would be filed.


  “Let them take you to hospital, loves. Please,” Tyler begged.


  Together, Nevvie and Tom both groused, “The hospital!”


  Tyler rolled his eyes. “Right. The fucking hospital. Whatever the bloody thing is called, go. I’ll follow along shortly once we’re done here and I get Mom and Dad and the boys and everyone else home.”


  Tom patted her shoulder again. “Come on, Nev. Please, baby girl.”


  She wordlessly nodded. Tyler kissed her and scooped her up from the chair someone had found for her to sit in. He carried her to the back of the ambulance where the paramedics helped her inside. Tom had already been put on a gurney, and they loaded it inside as well. Tyler watched while the paramedics climbed in with them, closed the doors, and took off with sirens blaring.


  He looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. Then he turned to the detective. “Let’s please get this over with.”


  Detective Platt nodded. Then he stuck his hand out. It puzzled Tyler, until he realized what he wanted. Tyler shook with him as the detective smiled.


  “I wish the circumstances were better, and I’ll deny I ever said this. But thank you for saving the state of Georgia a trial. You did good.”


  “Yes, well, it doesn’t bring Emily back, I’m afraid.” He stared at the sheet-shrouded body. Crime scene techs were preparing to load Alex into a body bag to transfer him onto a gurney. “That man was pure evil. He’s caused our family untold grief over the years.”


  “Some friendly advice? I know it might not seem like it now, Mr. Paulson, but I advise you to seek some counseling. Even seasoned law enforcement can’t shrug something like this off.”


  “No.” He watched the two techs unfold the body bag. “I have my own form of therapy, Detective.” He looked at Platt. “I can assure you, while I’m not happy things came to this end, I will not lose a moment’s sleep over that man’s death. He brought this day of reckoning upon himself.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie had little patience with the hospital staff, even though she knew they were only doing their jobs. She didn’t like being separated from Tom. They finally relented to putting them in adjoining ER beds and keeping the curtains between them open.


  Tom looked over at her. “Behave, baby girl,” he said. They’d given him a shot of painkillers that already had him loopy. He needed to be taken to radiology, and doctors had told him he’d need surgery for his nose. They also suspected a concussion. With his past history of TBI, which Nevvie recited to them chapter and verse as they examined him, they wanted to keep him overnight for observation.


  The doctor turned to Nevvie. “And it wouldn’t be a bad idea for us to keep you overnight, either, ma’am,” he said. They’d already hooked a band to her belly to monitor the babies. So far, everything looked fine, their heartbeats sounding strong and normal. They would be doing an ultrasound on her as a precaution when a tech became available. Her ankle had been x-rayed, and it was only a really bad sprain. She now sported a bulky Aircast on it to mobilize it.


  “I hope you put us in the same room,” Nevvie said.


  “We’ll see what we can do. We can probably arrange something.”


  “Good.”


  Peggy and John arrived an hour later and hurried into the ER.


  “Where’s Tyler?” Nevvie asked, her voice growing shrill. He should be there!


  “Calm down,” Peggy said. “He’ll be along in a little while. We left the kids with Kelly. Tyler’s finishing up with the detectives. He said he’s going to pack a bag for both of you and grab himself a shower. Andy will drive him here when he’s ready. It’s all right. I told him if he needed to be here sooner I’d call him.”


  She relaxed, fighting the urge to burst into tears again. “They won’t charge him? Are you sure?”


  John shook his head. “Nope. No charges. Clearly self-defense. Well, defense of a third person, but the same thing.” He leaned in and kissed her. “I’m really proud of you, honey.”


  “For what? Nearly getting me and Tommy killed?”


  “Stop that,” Tom scolded her from his bed. “You did good. You distracted Alex.”


  “Yeah, but if Tyler hadn’t shown up, we’d both be dead.”


  “Hush, you,” Peggy said. “Tommy’s right.


  “I should have called the cops,” Nevvie said. “I can’t believe I was so stupid.”


  Tom slowly turned his head to look at her. Both of his eyes had nearly swollen shut. Still, he jabbed a finger at her. “Don’t make me come over there and spank you, baby girl.”


  Stunned, she stared at him for a second before the giggles burped out of her, unbidden. She couldn’t help it. He couldn’t sit up by himself because of his ribs, he could barely see, much less talk, and there he was, threatening to spank her?


  The giggles turned into full-fledged laughter that made Peggy and John smile.


  Tom managed something resembling a smile through his swollen and split lips. “There’s my baby girl. Behave yourself.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler and Andrew arrived after Tom returned from radiology. A broken nose, three cracked ribs, and a concussion. Other than that, he was fine.


  The painkillers made Tom fade in and out of consciousness. After they moved Nevvie and Tom up to a room, John went out on a food run for them instead of them having to eat hospital food. They were able to wake Tom up enough to eat before he went back to sleep again.


  Detective Platt stopped by a little before eight that night to talk to them again. Tyler glared at him. “You already got our statements. Wasn’t that enough?”


  He nodded. “I mostly wanted to check on everyone and make sure you’re all okay.” He handed Tyler a card. “And give you this.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s the card for our department’s psychologist. I don’t know if she can see you or not herself, but she can refer you to someone locally.”


  “What?” Nevvie asked.


  Tyler swore under his breath as he pocketed the card. “Thank you for the information, Detective, but I won’t be needing it.”


  Platt nodded and said his good-byes before leaving.


  Nevvie glared at him.


  Tyler sighed in exasperation. “I’m fine, love. Truly. I do not need to see a psychologist.”


  “Maybe you should.”


  “Listen to the baby girl,” Tom interjected from his bed. His voice sounded slurred, between the painkillers and his swollen lips.


  “This is neither the time nor the place to discuss this. End of subject. Now let me go see what I can do about getting a cot for in here to stay tonight.”


  “Oh, no you don’t,” Nevvie said. “You’re going home with them. We’re fine.”


  “Love, you can’t walk, and he can barely think straight, much less move.”


  She sat up. “Tyler. You listen to me. We’ve got two sons at home who are going to be scared enough as it is. They need you there with them to reassure them we’re fine. They’ve already said we’ll be out tomorrow. Go home.”


  “I think she’s right,” Peggy said. “It would be best if you came home.”


  John and Andrew nodded.


  Realizing he was outnumbered, he saved his energy instead of trying to fight them. “Very well.” He kissed Tom, who made sleepy, fish lips at him in an attempt to kiss him back. Nevvie grabbed his hand when he kissed her.


  “We’re fine,” she said. She certainly seemed better now, more emotionally stable, than she had immediately following the shooting. “I love you.”


  He caressed her cheek. “Love you, too, angel. Sleep well.”


  “You, too.” She looked at John. “Borrow handcuffs if you have to to get him home.”


  “Handcuffs,” Tom mumbled from his bed.


  “That won’t be necessary,” Tyler assured her. “I’m going. Happy?”


  The rest of them said their good-nights and headed downstairs together. In the elevator, Peggy slipped her arm around his waist.


  “Y’all done good, Tyler.” Her voice sounded choked with emotion. “Real good. I’m real proud of you.”


  “I don’t feel very proud of myself. I lied to them about the gun.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I know Nevvie damn sure isn’t going to hold it against you. You saved their lives, Ty. Another few minutes, he would have either beaten or shot her to death, and gone back to finish Tommy. Then probably us and the kids.” She grabbed his chin and made him look at her. “I don’t care what you think. You did good. You saved your family.”


  They stepped off the elevator at the first floor. As he pondered her words, he couldn’t help thinking about Emily.


  If only I’d had a gun years earlier, I could have killed Alex then, and Emily would still be alive. My family wouldn’t be in pain over her death had I acted sooner.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Nevvie and Tom were discharged the next morning. Tyler took them straight from the hospital to Dr. Fagen’s office, where the hospital had made Nevvie an urgent appointment because of the events.


  “You must be the proud fathers,” Dr. Fagen said when she walked into the exam room.


  “This is Tommy and Tyler,” Nevvie said. “My guys.”


  “Nice to meet you both.” Dr. Fagen did a double-take when she rounded the exam table and spotted Nevvie’s Aircast, and Tom’s bruised and battered face and the fact that he was in a wheelchair. “Are you all right?”


  “It’s been a really bad twenty-four hours,” Nevvie said. “Remember how we told you about my ex?”


  “Yes?”


  “He found us.”


  “Bloody bastard won’t be coming back, either,” Tyler darkly muttered.


  Nevvie glanced at him, worried about his mental state, but let it go. “You probably heard about it on the news.”


  “Ah. Yeah, that. I did. Well, let’s get you checked out. I read over the admitting doctor’s notes from yesterday, and it looks like everything’s okay. I just want to make sure.” Dr. Fagen set up the ultrasound machine and started preparing. “Are you interested in learning their sex if I can tell?”


  “Yes,” Nevvie said. “I can’t stand the suspense.”


  “Hoping for a couple of girls to even the score?” the doctor joked.


  “That would be nice.”


  The doctor switched the lights off and applied goo to Nevvie’s belly. After a few minutes of searching, the doctor froze the screen and used the cursor to circle a section. “It’s still a little early, but I think this is Baby Girl Number One.”


  Nevvie couldn’t help the smile that crossed her face. “Yeah?”


  “We’ll confirm it later with an amnio. Not today, though. I’d rather wait a little longer, especially after the stress you just went through.” The doctor did some more searching and took another screenshot. “And Baby Girl Number Two.”


  Tom squeezed Nevvie’s hand. “Girls,” he croaked. “That’s great.”


  Tyler glanced at him before a smile finally curled his lips. “It’s brilliant. Adam will certainly be thrilled.”


  “I’m not sure Mikey will be. He won’t be the baby anymore,” Nevvie said.


  After conducting her exam, Dr. Fagen proclaimed everything was fine. “I want to see you next week, though,” she said. “Just to be on the safe side.”


  Relief flooded her. “Thank you, Doctor.”


  With Tyler helping, Nevvie got down off the table and steadied herself with her crutches. The doctors in the emergency room said she could stop using them in a week or so, as long as the swelling had gone down in her ankle and the pain had abated somewhat.


  Back at the house, Tyler helped Tom carefully make his way to the couch. He lay there while Adam happily showed him how to play his new video game. Tyler got Nevvie settled in a recliner and gave them both stern looks. “No moving. Either one of you. Got it?”


  Nevvie snapped him a salute. “Aye-aye, Cap’n Bligh.”


  Tom barked out a laugh, which left him gasping in pain. “Baby girl, stop, you’re killing me.”


  “Sorry, Tommy.” She grinned at Tyler. “Yes, Sir,” she said, winking at him.


  Maybe she was twenty kinds of twisted, but knowing Alex was dead had lifted a huge weight from her shoulders. She’d take the pain of the sprained ankle any day. Her kids were safe, her men were safe, and she’d never have to look over her shoulder in fear again.


  Tyler rolled his eyes at her. “Behave, woman.” He jabbed a finger at Tom. “You, too, mister.”


  Tom snapped him a salute. “Yes, Sir.”


  Tyler laughed as he left the room. Nevvie looked over at Tom and winked at him.


  He winked back.


  


  * * * *


  


  The video game only kept Adam’s interest for so long. After an hour, when Tom had fallen asleep due to his pain meds, Adam shut the game off and curled up with Nevvie in the recliner.


  “Mommy, can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure, baby.” She put her Kindle aside. “What is it?”


  “Who was the bad man yesterday?”


  She nearly choked. Hell, the “Where do babies come from?” question would have been preferable to that.


  She stared down into Adam’s blue eyes and racked her brain for an acceptable answer that didn’t involve lying or using the terms “fucking douchetard” and “abusive asshole.”


  “Well, baby,” she finally said, “he was someone I used to know a long time ago. Years ago.”


  “Before Daddy and Poppa?”


  She nodded. “Yes.” She thought again. Adam patiently waited her out. “He hurt me really bad. Daddy and Poppa saved my life. And the bad man went to jail for what he did. Unfortunately, he was let out of jail too soon and he tried to hurt me again.”


  “And Daddy and Poppa saved you again?”


  She smiled. “Yes, they did.”


  “Is he the same bad man who hurt Aunt Emily?”


  She let out a sigh. “Yes, baby. He was.”


  His face scrunched up for a moment, deep in thought. Finally, he said, “I’m glad he’s gone. He won’t hurt nobody else.” With that, he got up and put in a different video game and started playing.


  Nevvie wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry or throw up her hands in confusion.


  It doesn’t matter how old they are. Men just make no sense sometimes.


  


  * * * *


  


  While Tyler hadn’t slept well the night before, exhaustion had taken over. If he’d dreamt, he didn’t remember it. Tonight, with Tom and Nevvie safely back in bed with him, he quickly dropped into a blissful sleep.


  At first.


  His writer’s brain took over at some point. It spun a terrifying alternate version of the events. In this version, he raced down the driveway too late. When he ran into the yard, Tom was already dead and Alex was in the process of bashing Nevvie’s head in.


  And when he fired, he hit Nevvie instead of Alex.


  He jolted awake with a start, heart pounding, sweat pouring off him. Trembling, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat there with his head in his hands while he tried to slow his racing pulse.


  I’m not getting back to sleep anytime soon. He stood, used the bathroom, then went outside to the RV to try to work. It was only 2:00 a.m.


  As he stared at his laptop and tried to make sense of the words there, he wondered if perhaps Alex wasn’t getting the last laugh.


  


  * * * *


  


  Unfortunately, this became Tyler’s new routine. A week after the showdown, he’d yet to make it through the night without some sort of nightmare. He always gave up trying to sleep and went out to the RV to work. Sometimes in his dreams, Alex had already killed both of them, as well as the boys and Peggy and Andrew. Sometimes, his aim was off and he killed Nevvie instead of Alex.


  And sometimes, Alex broke into the house in the middle of the night and Tyler awoke to find him standing over their bed, Nevvie and Tom already dead.


  Nine days later, he’d been working nearly two hours in the RV when a knock on the door startled him.


  “Yes?”


  Peggy opened the door and stepped in carrying a cup of coffee. “I thought you might want this.” She set it on the table, which had become his desk.


  “Thanks, Mom. I’m sorry. I didn’t wake you, did I?”


  She sat across from him in the dinette. “No, I was already awake. I’ve heard you every night. Not sleeping well?”


  He picked up the cup of coffee and took a sip before shaking his head.


  “You know, maybe the detective was right. Maybe you should go talk to someone.”


  “I don’t need to talk to anyone. I have my own kind of therapy.” He’d started working on another book, a gruesome, dark serial killer story full of murder and mayhem.


  It was going quite well, surprisingly enough. He could now describe a gunshot victim with a veracity he’d never known he possessed.


  “Only getting a couple hours of sleep a night isn’t healthy for you. I’m taking off my mom hat and putting on my nurse hat, here, Ty. You’re not a spring chicken anymore. You’ve had cardiac issues in the past. You’ve been under a lot of stress, between the storm and Nevvie being pregnant and now all that crap with that maniac. It’s time you take care of yourself, because this won’t get any better unless you do. And you’ve got twins on the way. If you think sleeping will be any easier once they get here, think again.”


  “What am I supposed to say? Go to some bloody head shrink and tell them I’m not a damn bit sorry for what I did? That I don’t feel an ounce of regret over killing that fecking bastard? They’ll think I’m the barmy one.”


  She leaned forward. “No, Ty,” she said gently. “You go and tell them the dreams you’ve been having about not being there in time to save them.”


  He must have looked as gobsmacked as he felt, because she kindly laughed. “Do you think you’re the first man to dream about the ‘what ifs’ instead of the ‘what happeneds?’ You’re not, you know. Maybe your brain isn’t flagellating you over what you did, but it’s dang sure beating the crap out of you for what didn’t happen, isn’t it?”


  He nodded.


  She reached over and patted his hand. “I’m going back inside and try to go back to sleep for a while. I’m here to talk to, even if you don’t want to go talk to a counselor.”


  She left. He sat back and stared at his laptop, where he’d been in the middle of writing a very bloody evisceration scene.


  Then he looked at the business card, the one Platt had given him, that he’d laid on the table.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  “Whoo hoo! Shake it, baby cakes!”


  Nevvie and Karen exchanged startled looks and burst out laughing at Peggy, who was brandishing a dollar bill and waving it at the hard-bodied male dancer heading her way while she shouted more catcalls. He’d just stripped off the top half of his firefighter’s uniform and was working on his pants.


  Nevvie leaned in close to Karen. “How much did she have to drink?”


  “Nothing. She’s had iced tea all night. She’s sober.”


  “Huh. Well, good for her.”


  They were all at a local restaurant where April was friends with the manager. They’d rented the back room for the evening for Karen’s bachelorette party. Cheryl had arranged the three-part entertainment. Officer Nasty stood in the back of the room with Doctor Feelgood, awaiting their turns to strut their stuff once the frisky firefighter was done being molested by a room full of mostly middle-aged and married or involved women.


  It was almost two months since “the incident” and a week until Karen’s wedding.


  Kelly leaned in close to Nevvie. “Maybe Andrew better watch out,” she joked. The fireman was now down to his very well-filled red-sequined G-string. He stood in front of Peggy and did body rolls that made his oiled, ripped six-pack abs move in deliciously evil ways.


  Nevvie fanned herself. “Screw that. If I wasn’t pregnant, I’d be up there dancing with him.”


  They watched as Peggy tucked a dollar into his G-string. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek before moving on to the next woman.


  One cake, two hours, copious amounts of alcohol, a few hundred dollars in singles and fives, and three male strippers later, the party wound down and Karen had snagged Officer Nasty’s G-string as a souvenir. Peggy alone had tucked no less than thirty dollars in singles into the men’s costumes.


  Nevvie let Kelly drive the three of them home even though she hadn’t had anything to drink. She hoped Tyler and Tom were still awake. Happily, she found them stretched out in bed and watching a movie on TV.


  She stripped naked and crawled into bed with them. “Hi.”


  “Hi, sugar,” Tom said. “You all right?” He wore an amused look.


  “I’m fine,” she said as she settled between them.


  Tyler rolled to face her. “Do I detect a bit of friskiness, love?”


  “Maaaaybe,” she said. After watching the three male strippers strut their stuff, she’d left frisky in the dust hours earlier. Between the stripper show and her hormones, she was damn horny.


  Tom also rolled to face her. He’d had surgery to fix his broken nose and the last of the bruises and scars from that had just faded. He slipped his hand between her legs. “Oh, she’s wet, all right,” he said.


  “Ah,” Tyler said. “So our sweet pet wants a good fucking. Is that it?”


  “Maaaaybe,” she said, grinning. Her baby belly wasn’t so big yet that she couldn’t enjoy herself. In a few months, she’d be so big she wouldn’t want either man to touch her and might consider castrating them herself.


  “What did y’all do at that bridal shower to get you so wound up?” Tom playfully asked.


  “You don’t want to know,” she said, moaning as his finger parted her labia and slipped inside her wet pussy.


  “Don’t be so sure about that, baby girl,” Tom said. “Anything that’s got you this hot and bothered has my interest.”


  “Oh, really?” Tyler asked. He also put his hand between her legs and started probing with his talented fingers. He homed in on her swollen clit and started rubbing. “Ah, you’re right, Thomas. She’s wet and ready for a good, hard fucking.”


  “Duh,” Nevvie said, snickering.


  Tom added a second finger to her pussy and began finger-fucking her. “Does our little slave want us to fuck her brains out?”


  “Uh-huh!” Now that her morning sickness had completely gone, she was horny as hell nearly fifty percent of the day.


  The other fifty percent she was atomically hormonal, and was glad Peggy had the guns locked up so she couldn’t use them at her whim on her loving husbands.


  “Oh, Thomas,” Tyler said. “I do believe we have a little slave ready and willing to be fucked senseless.”


  “Uh-huh!”


  Tyler slipped a hand into her hair, gently fisting it and using it as a convenient handhold to keep her in place while he kissed her. Kiss meaning he slipped his tongue into her mouth and fucked her with it, exploring and tasting and getting her even hornier than she’d been before she crawled into bed with them.


  Tom pulled his fingers from her pussy and found her right breast. He played with her nipple, turning it into a rigid peak and making her clit throb as her pussy clenched with need.


  She flexed her hips against Tyler. “Please!”


  Tyler nipped her lower lip. “Your collar is at home, my sweet little slave, but I suppose you don’t need it to service your Masters, do you?”


  “No, Sir!” she said.


  “Good girl,” Tom cooed in her ear. He pinched her right nipple, making her squirm with pleasure before his hand moved to her left and started giving it similar torment.


  Tyler eased her onto her back and moved down the bed. He pushed her thighs apart. “I think I know what our little slave wants, Thomas,” he said, “but you’d better keep her quiet.”


  “With pleasure,” Tom said. He sat up, then swung a leg over her. He settled over her face, his stiffening cock within reach of her lips. She opened her mouth and tried to flick her tongue over his slit, but he shifted out of reach. “Not yet, baby girl. Open.”


  She did.


  He pulled his cock out of the way and settled over her with his balls in her mouth. She eagerly laved her tongue over them, knowing he loved it, wanting to make him come.


  Meanwhile, Tyler had nuzzled in between her thighs and spread her labia with his thumbs. When his sweet tongue swiped up her clit, she loudly moaned around Tom’s balls.


  “Oh, fuck!” Tom said. “Do that again, Ty.”


  Tyler did, garnering the same results and making Tom moan. Apparently unable to stand it any longer, he rose up and bumped her lips with his cock.


  She eagerly opened her mouth and sucked him in. “That’s it, baby girl,” he whispered. “Do your magic.”


  Between her thighs, Tyler not only used his tongue, but his fingers on her. He inserted three fingers inside her while his tongue did deliciously evil things to her clit.


  Nevvie closed her eyes and let pleasure drown her. Her men knew exactly what to do to her body to melt her. Boring?


  Never.


  When Tyler changed the game and pressed a finger into her ass, she exploded. Her loud moans around Tom’s cock triggered his climax.


  “Goddamn!” he grunted as she felt his hands hit the bed on either side of her head to brace himself. Hot jets of his cum squirted into her mouth. She swallowed, trying to keep up and barely managing it. After a minute, he rolled off her before he kissed her deeply.


  “You are so good, baby girl,” he whispered before kissing her again.


  Tyler propped himself up on his elbows. “Is our sweet little slave ready for a good, hard fucking?” he asked.


  “Uh-huh!” That felt like a good answer. And syllabically, it was the only answer she could provide that made any sense.


  Her men were particularly adept at short-circuiting her brain.


  Tyler flipped her over onto her hands and knees. When he sank his cock into her wet pussy, she pressed her face against the mattress to muffle her happy moans. Tom reached under her and found her clit.


  “Come hard for him, baby girl,” he rumbled in her ear.


  She loved being fucked like this, feeling his cock slide deep inside her.


  “I won’t last long, Thomas,” Tyler said. “Better work fast.”


  Tom grabbed her hair with his other hand, fisting it and pulling her head back. “Look at me, baby girl.”


  She did, even though all she wanted to do was melt into a gooey puddle between them.


  “Come for us,” he whispered, the fingers of his other hand rolling her clit and driving her toward another orgasm. “Come hard.”


  She stared up into his brown eyes, her entire world falling away between what the men were doing to her body. He leaned in and kissed her, forcing her lips apart and ravaging her with his mouth.


  That did it. She felt the tremors start in her cunt. Tyler felt it, too, his moans matching hers. She couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. Tom swallowed her cries and relentlessly kept her coming until Tyler slammed his cock into her one last time, pulsing deep inside her.


  Exhausted, she rolled onto her side so she could look at Tom. “Did that satisfy you?” he asked.


  She smiled, cuddling with him as Tyler crawled in behind her. “Yep.”


  Tyler kissed the back of her neck. “I still think we want to hear about the bridal shower.”


  “No you don’t. Girls’ secret.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Yes, we do,” they said in unison.


  She arched an eyebrow at Tom. “Did you ever accidentally walk in on your parents doing the nasty?”


  He blushed. “No! What the hell does that question have to do with anything?”


  “Trust me when I say Mom most likely tackled Andrew when we got home. And if she’s wound up, too, you know darn well you don’t want to hear about what we did.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler lay there staring at the ceiling, long after Nevvie and Tom had fallen asleep. He wasn’t dreaming of the shooting every night anymore. Sometimes, he did. And when he did, they were doozies.


  He’d gone to speak with the department’s psychologist, Dr. Kenning. In addition to working with law enforcement, she had a private practice. He liked that she didn’t try to get him to see the events from any one point of view. That she didn’t assign blame, or try to make him hold himself blameless.


  She let him talk, and asked pointed questions based on his own observations.


  And she didn’t try to force medication on him, either.


  The next afternoon, after a mostly sleepless and dreamless night, was his tenth appointment.


  “How’s the book coming, Tyler?”


  He shrugged. He’d written plenty of gory, violent scenes, but the overall plot had escaped him. “I’ve had better progress.”


  “How are the dreams?”


  He let out a sigh. “I still have them. Not every night.”


  “That’s progress.”


  “It’s damned annoying.”


  “Have you told your partners about them?”


  “They know I haven’t been sleeping well.”


  “That wasn’t my question.”


  He smiled. “But that is my answer.”


  “I’m curious why you won’t confide in them about your dreams?”


  He studied his fingers. It was a question he’d asked himself. “I don’t know,” he softly said. “I suppose I don’t want to burden them. I don’t want them to feel guilty for me having nightmares.” Nevvie and Tom had both been incredibly supportive about him deciding to talk to the doctor. And neither of them had asked him about the topics of discussion, respecting his privacy.


  “I know I’ve suggested this before, but maybe it’s time to tell them.”


  After his time was up, he sat in his car outside her office and thought about it. Maybe it was time to shed his self-imposed cloak of stoicism.


  When he returned home, Nevvie and the boys were asleep taking naps, but Tom was sitting on the porch swing reading a book with Harley beside him.


  Tom laid the book aside when Tyler walked up. “Hey, buddy.” He gave him a kiss. “How’d it go?”


  Tyler moved Harley so he could sit next to Tom. “She once again made a suggestion that I can no longer find excuses to avoid.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ve been having bad dreams.”


  Tom hooked an arm around his shoulders and pulled him down so he was lying in Tom’s lap. “Duh.”


  “Beg pardon?”


  Tom let out a snort. “What, you think Nevvie and I don’t notice you getting out of bed in the middle of the night?”


  Dumfounded, Tyler stared up into his handsome brown eyes. “You’ve known?”


  “Sure. Doesn’t take an evil genius to connect the dots. Even a brain-damaged asshole like me can figure it out.” He grinned.


  “Does Nevvie know?”


  “Again, duh. We figured when you were ready to talk to us about it, you would.” Tom stroked Tyler’s hair. “For someone as smart as you are, sometimes you’re as thick as a brick shithouse. You know that?” He grinned again.


  Tyler let out a laugh. “You do have a colorful way of sweet-talking me, my love.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re the wordsmith in the family. I’m the architect. If you really want me to wax poetic, I’ll need a set of blueprints to look over.”


  Tyler laced his fingers through Tom’s and softly told him of the dreams. Tom’s expression of good humor faded. When Tyler finished, Tom looked positively grim.


  “Ty,” he softly said, “why didn’t you talk to us? You know we’re here for you.”


  “I didn’t want to thrust my burdens on your shoulders.”


  Tom squeezed his hand. “We love you. That means that we’re in this together. All of us. You keep thinking you’ve got the market cornered on big shoulders, and you don’t.”


  “Do you think I should tell Nevvie?”


  “Good grief, duh. Maybe if you tell her, oh, I don’t know, Dr. Kenning might be right that the dreams could ease up when you quit holding shit in.”


  Later that afternoon, after the boys awoke from their naps, Tom and Andrew took them down to the pond to teach them to fish. Tyler curled up on the couch with Nevvie and told her what he’d told Tom.


  When he finished, she smacked him on the shoulder. Startled, he rubbed it. “Ow! Love, what was that for?”


  “For you being such a pigheaded jerk, that’s why.” She grabbed him and kissed him. “I thought we went through this a few months ago in Yellowstone. Quit keeping stuff to yourself.”


  “Or you’ll beat me up?”


  “Yeah.” She poked him in the shoulder. “Maybe I’ll have to change my mind about not getting toppy with you after all.”


  He cupped the back of her head, getting a fistful of hair in the process, and deeply kissed her. “Are you so very sure about that, my dear, sweet pet?” he asked when he finally lifted his mouth from hers several minutes later.


  Her face flushed with color. She gasped. “What? Um, okay, maybe not.”


  He smiled. “I didn’t think so.” He nibbled on her ear lobe. “Perhaps I need to remind my pet again tonight who her Master is.”


  She let out a soft whine. “Uh-huh!”


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time the three of them crawled into bed a little before eleven that night, Nevvie had forgotten about the exchange with Tyler on the couch. Nevvie had been caught up in last-minute preparations for Karen’s wedding and helping Peggy and Kelly clean the house.


  She didn’t miss the playful look on both men’s faces, or the fact that both their cocks were hard.


  She eyed them. “What’s going on?”


  Tyler crooked a finger at her in a come-hither motion. When he cupped the back of her neck and fisted her hair, the afternoon’s exchange came back to her.


  Along with a flood of moisture to her pussy.


  “Did our little slave forget what I told her earlier?” he asked, his blue eyes searing her to the very depths of her soul.


  “Uh-uh.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  She swallowed, her mouth dry as apparently her spit was joining the juices in her pussy. “No, Sir,” she whispered.


  “Good girl.” Tyler tipped his head at Tom, who’d apparently been briefed in advance. He laid her on the bed on her back, ass at the end of the bed.


  He smiled before swinging a leg over her head. “Open wide, little slave.”


  She laughed, but did, softly moaning as his cock slid between her lips. Then he lowered his head to her pussy and started lapping at her clit with his tongue.


  Her moans grew louder, echoed by him as the vibrations spread through his cock.


  “Very good,” Tyler said. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but when he lifted her legs and spread them, she had a good idea. Sure enough, his stiff cock sank home inside her pussy, making her moan again, answered by Tom moaning against her clit.


  “Ah, both my pets love that.” He took a hard stroke, slamming home deep inside her. She couldn’t help but moan. What Tom’s hot tongue did to her clit magnified every move Tyler made.


  “Make her come, Thomas,” Tyler softly grunted as he started to fuck her hard and fast. “I want to feel her sweet little cunt swallowing my cock.”


  Her heart melted at the tone of Tyler’s voice more than his words. She sucked Tom’s cock harder, which in turn earned her faster flicks of his tongue. Within seconds, the first climax hit her.


  “Yess!” Tyler hissed. “Again.”


  Tom latched onto her swollen clit with his lips and began sucking. Not even finished with the first orgasm, a second, more explosive one swept through her body. Involuntarily, she opened wider and swallowed Tom’s cock, her nose nestled in his sac. His musky scent filled her lungs as she desperately worked to make him come, wanting his juices to fill her mouth.


  He let out a grunt as his body stiffened, followed by his cock growing harder before it began pulsing. Her happy moan set off another moan in Tom, who went after her clit like a dog with a favorite toy.


  Her body unhinged, the slick walls of her cunt squeezing Tyler’s cock inside her, hitting her G-spot and intensifying the feelings of her release.


  “Yes!” Tyler gasped, taking another hard, deep stroke before falling still between her legs.


  Tom rolled off her, finally allowing them both to catch their breaths. She looked up at Tyler, who wore a triumphant smile. “Did that refresh your memory, pet?” he asked.


  She laughed. “Yes, Master. You wore me out.”


  “Aw, my poor, sweet little disheveled pet.” He pulled out and crawled up the bed to lie next to her. He took her into his arms and kissed her as Tom changed positions to spoon with her. “You are such a very good girl.”


  She happily snuggled between them, feeling herself already pulled toward sleep. “Thank you, Masters.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tyler lay there and watched them both fall asleep. He listened to the sound of their breathing as it slowed and evened out.


  When he awoke the next morning, sunlight streamed through the window. Tom still lay in bed next to him, awake and watching the morning news on TV.


  “Sleep good, buddy?” he asked.


  Tyler smiled. “Actually, yes, I did.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  “How do I look?” Karen turned from the mirror in Nevvie’s room. Her simple, understated white satin dress looked perfect on her. She’d opted for one that only reached mid-calf since they’d be outside, and she wanted to be able to kick her sandals off for the reception.


  “Beautiful,” Peggy assured her. “You’re a beautiful bride, sugar.”


  Everyone else nodded. Nevvie, Kelly, Laurie, Elle, and the other Kinsey sisters were all gathered together to help her get ready.


  Nevvie’s light blue cotton sundress, in the same color as the balloons and other decorations, was comfortable. And as promised, it easily fit Nevvie’s growing belly. With two girls, her baby bump felt more like a baby blimp. Even though Karen and Bill were only having a maid of honor and a best man, the other Kinsey sisters also wore light blue dresses the same shade as Nevvie’s, only in a slightly different, but still casual style.


  Andrew knocked on the door before poking his head in. “I have one nervous groom standing in front of an open refrigerator and sweating his bollocks off. Are we almost ready, ladies?”


  “He’s only sweating because he drank a little too much at his bachelor party last night,” Karen playfully quipped. “Tell him his butt better be waiting for me down by the pond, or I’ll sic Nevvie and her shotgun on him.”


  “Right.” He disappeared.


  Nevvie giggled. “I told Tommy not to let him get toasted last night.”


  “Oh, please. Who do you think egged him on?” Karen said as she took one last look in the mirror. “I know my brother. It was far funnier for him and everyone else to get Bill drunk. I liked to never got the Groucho Marx mustache and eyebrows off him. I didn’t know Sharpie marker was so hard to clean up.”


  “I heard Danny was the culprit there,” Peggy said. “That’s what Andy told me.”


  “Remind me to make sure Danny’s girlfriend catches the bouquet then,” Karen said. “That’ll put the fear of God into that boy.”


  The photographer came in to take a few more pictures. Then everyone else left Karen and Nevvie alone in the bedroom.


  Karen took a deep breath. “I know I’m already living with him, but this is scary.”


  “Good kind of scary?”


  “Yep. I just wish Daddy was here.”


  Tommy knocked before entering. “You ready? Everyone’s taking their places.”


  She gave Nevvie one last hug. “Tell ole Blue Eyes he lucked out.”


  Nevvie laughed at the old joke. “Will do. I’ll wait for you out on the porch.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom stepped into the room. “You ready, sis?” His heart pinched a little in his chest. He loved her and was over-the-moon happy for her, but he wished their dad was here giving her away.


  Karen nodded. “Yeah.”


  “You look beautiful.”


  “And?”


  “No, no ‘and.’ I mean it. You really do look beautiful.”


  “Thanks, bro.” She waved her hands at her face. “Crap. Don’t make me cry yet. I don’t want to look like a raccoon.”


  He took her arm in his. “You’ll look fine. And I already caught Momma sniffling a few times, so you aren’t the first to cry.”


  “Good. Let’s do it.”


  He walked her out to the porch. The music started, and Nevvie and Bill’s brother headed down toward the arch. Adam followed behind, carefully balancing the small satin pillow the rings were tied to, and took his place next to Nevvie.


  Tom didn’t expect the lump that welled up in his throat when they reached the preacher and he asked, “Who gives this woman away?”


  Tom swallowed hard to clear the catch in his throat. “Our mother does.”


  He kissed Karen’s cheek before stepping aside to stand next to Mom, Dad, and his sisters. Karen had opted not to have chairs for the ceremony, only in the reception tent, both as an excuse to keep the ceremony short and to lessen the work they’d have in cleaning up later.


  Peggy hooked her arm through Tom’s and patted his arm. When he looked down at her, she smiled up at him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom and Peggy had been astute enough to secure the help of several of the cousins in advance for cleanup duties. After Karen and Bill departed, Tom sent Nevvie back to the house.


  She jammed her hands against her hips. “I’m not an invalid!”


  “We don’t care, baby girl!” Tom shot back as he pointed at the house. “Go!”


  Peggy laughed. “I wouldn’t argue with him, sugar. I’ve seen that look on his face before.”


  “Argh! Fine!” She threw her hands up in frustration and returned to the house. Mikey and Adam, exhausted from all the commotion and on the back end of a sugar rush from the wedding cake, had fallen asleep on the couch. Laurie sat in the recliner doing homework and keeping an eye on them.


  “They wouldn’t let you help, huh?” she asked Nevvie.


  “No.” She stared down at her boys. “They look like little angels when they’re this age. Then they turn into annoying men. Remember that.”


  Laurie laughed and put her textbook aside to help Nevvie carry them into their room. “If this is going to be a big-sister lecture on safe sex, please don’t. Trust me, I don’t mind babysitting, but I don’t know if I even want kids of my own.”


  “Smart girl.” That wasn’t an exaggeration. Laurie was in advanced classes in English and math. She wanted to be a computer engineer and get a doctorate in it. After the incident, Nevvie had a couple of age-appropriate discussions with her little sister about making smart choices and not letting herself give up her dreams for a man.


  That any man who truly loved her would always encourage her to follow her dreams.


  After the boys were in bed, Nevvie grabbed a shower and was lying in bed reading when her men finally came in.


  “Everything cleaned up?”


  The men had changed into shorts and T-shirts after the reception. “Yep,” Tom said as he stripped off his shirt. “All that’s left is for the rental company to come get the tent and folding chairs and stuff tomorrow.”


  She sighed at the sight of his yummy abdomen. Her men could still turn her on. Tyler also pulled off his T-shirt. “I shall sleep well tonight,” he said.


  Nevvie, who’d been reading a hot Cooper McKenzie book, let out a soft, disappointed sigh.


  Tom arched an eyebrow at her. “What was that for?”


  “What?”


  Tyler turned to her. “You know what. That little ‘aw’ sound you just made.”


  She blushed and turned off her Kindle. “Nothing.”


  The men exchanged a glance before looking at her again. “Nothing?” Tom asked. “That wasn’t a nothing sound.” He pushed his shorts down, revealing his cock stiffening in interest.


  She swallowed. “Well, maybe not nothing. But you guys are tired.”


  Tyler laughed as he shucked his shorts, too. “Let us be the judge of that, love.” He crooked his finger at her.


  She sat up and scooched to the end of the bed. When Tyler pulled her T-shirt off her, he was pleased to find she had nothing else on. “Well, love,” he said, pointing at their cocks. “Get busy.”


  She grinned as she sank to her knees on the floor in front of them. She grabbed Tom’s cock and slowly pumped it with her hand while she wrapped her lips around the head of Tyler’s shaft.


  Both men’s cocks jutted from their bodies, now stiff and eager to receive her attention. Her cunt throbbed with anticipation, her juices flowing because she knew they wouldn’t leave her hanging.


  Tyler rested his hands on her head and twined his fingers in her hair. “That’s our good girl,” he whispered. “Such a very good girl.”


  After a few minutes, Tyler pulled her off his cock and turned her head toward Tom. “Now get him nice and hard, love.”


  That wouldn’t be difficult. He was already hard, drops of pre-cum glistening at the slit in the head. She flicked her tongue over it, scooping up the pearly drops and enjoying the taste of them rolling down her tongue before she engulfed him with her mouth.


  He softly moaned. “Goddamn, baby girl. You know what I like, don’t you.”


  She worked on his cock for several minutes as her own juices began coating the insides of her thighs. Before she could make him come, Tom pulled her off him and hoisted her up by the arm.


  “Bed, now, baby girl. I need my cock inside your pussy.” He pushed her down onto her hands and knees and knelt behind her. While he lined up his engorged head with her pussy lips, Tyler crawled underneath her.


  She needed no coaxing to lean down and suck his cock into her mouth while he latched onto her clit with his.


  “That’s what I like to see,” Tom said as he plunged home, hard and deep.


  Between that and the feel of Tyler’s lips on her clit, she exploded. His cock in her mouth muffled her cries as Tom fucked her hard and fast. He had to hold on to her hips to keep from driving her up the bed.


  “That’s it,” Tom encouraged. “Let Tyler lick another one out of you.”


  She couldn’t squirm away from the delicious torment either, because Tyler wrapped his arms around her waist from underneath her and wouldn’t let go. He kept her coming, one after another so that the sensation blurred into one long orgasm that just wouldn’t quit.


  When Tyler stopped, it startled her enough that she opened her eyes and let out a soft, disappointed cry.


  “Don’t worry, love,” Tyler assured her. “I have a plan.”


  He crawled out from under her, forcing her to relinquish his cock, making her whine again. When Tom stopped fucking her and pulled out, she started to sit up and object, but he put a hand in the middle of her back.


  “Where do you think you’re going, baby girl?”


  She realized Tyler had crawled back into bed after handing something to Tom. As Tyler slid beneath her and pulled her onto his cock, sinking deep inside her, she felt Tom drizzling lube down the seam of her ass.


  She wiggled her hips against Tyler and let him pull her head down so he could kiss her, his fist buried in her hair. Now she knew what they were going to do.


  Tom quickly sheathed himself in a condom and slowly worked his cock into her ass. As the engorged head of his shaft passed her rim she let out a louder moan, muffled by Tyler’s tongue in her mouth.


  Ahh, heaven!


  The sensation of both men filling her sent her over the edge again as Tyler’s cock glided along her swollen and sensitive clit. The men found a perfect rhythm, one driving deep as the other withdrew, a delicious swirl of sensations rolling through her as they fucked her.


  Tom’s strokes became shorter and faster, signaling how close he was. Tyler must have sensed it, too, because she felt his cock begin throbbing inside her just before his cum filled her pussy. Then she moaned as one last orgasm spread through her.


  “Yes!” Tom fell still, his cock throbbing inside her. Nevvie’s arms and legs felt like jelly. She plopped down on top of Tyler, sated and one big ball of mush as Tom carefully withdrew from her ass.


  Tyler started laughing, managing to roll her onto her side with Tom’s help. “I think we broke the pet, Thomas.”


  He snickered. “Naw, we didn’t break her.” He sat on the end of the bed, leaned over, and kissed her. “She might break us one of these days, as horny as she’s been.”


  “Enjoy it, boys,” she mumbled. “Remember, we still haven’t reached the bitchy part of my pregnancy yet.” Tom laughed as he stepped into the bathroom to clean up.


  “She’s got a point, Ty,” he called back to them.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Peggy stood in front of her mirror and threw her hands up in frustration. “I give up!” She turned to the assemblage of women. “I can’t do a thing with my hair.”


  Karen laughed. “Momma, you look beautiful.” The other women concurred.


  “You’re just nervous,” Nevvie said. “Remember, it’s casual. You yourself said you wanted casual.”


  “I know.” She turned back to the mirror and took a deep breath. “I don’t know why I’m getting so upset. Andy’s seen me at my worst over the past couple of months and he still wants me.”


  “Of course he wants you,” Cheryl said. “He’s in love with you.”


  She turned again, looking at all her daughters. “Y’all are really okay with this?”


  “Yes!” everyone said in unison. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked.


  More like the fifty-first.


  “Even though it all happened sort of suddenly?”


  “Momma,” Katie said, “you’re happier than we’ve seen you in… Well, since Daddy died. You deserve to be happy. We all want that for you.”


  “And I promise I’ll quit with the jokes about me being married to my brothers,” Nevvie teased.


  “Oh, hush, you.” Still, Peggy smiled. “Well, let’s do this thing. We’ve got a whole yard full of people wanting to eat.”


  Tom knocked on the door before sticking his head in. “Déjà vu, we’ve got one nervous groom sweating his balls off and fanning himself in front of the fridge. You ready, Momma?”


  “Ready as I’ll ever be, sugar. You girls go on out. I’ll be right there.”


  They did, leaving Tom alone with his mother.


  “You look good, Momma.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You look happy.”


  “Y’all aren’t just saying you’re okay with this, are you?”


  He took her hands in his and tenderly squeezed. “Daddy would want you to be happy. We all love Andrew. We couldn’t have asked for a better ending if Tyler had written it this way on purpose.”


  She took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tom hooked his arm through hers and led her out of the house and down the yard to where everyone was located by the lake. They were using the same arch Karen had used for her ceremony two weeks earlier, but Peggy had insisted it didn’t need any other decorations. Tom had ordered the tent, chairs, and tables from the same rental company. But instead of a caterer, Peggy had insisted on Publix deli food and a Publix cake.


  He had to admit, they made damn good cakes.


  Andrew stood in front of the arch with Tyler by his side as the best man. Adam would again be the ring “bear,” and Peggy had asked her daughters and Nevvie to be her bridesmaids. To keep it fair since she didn’t want to make one the maid of honor, she’d decided Adam would hand the ring to her.


  Tom walked her up to the arch as friends and family looked on. The reverend smiled. “Who gives this woman away?”


  Tom grinned. “My sisters and I do. And it’s about dang time.”


  “Hush, Tommy,” she scolded, but she still smiled.


  Everyone laughed. Tom stepped back to the side out of the way as Andrew took her hands.


  They kept it short, sweet, and simple. Tom exchanged playful winks with both Tyler and Nevvie throughout the vows.


  When the preacher declared them man and wife and the newlyweds kissed, Tom sniffled and blinked away a couple of tears of his own. They still had a lot of good years in them. Plenty of time to enjoy the happiness they rightfully deserved.


  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his mom’s smile look so deep, as if it touched every corner of her heart and soul instead of being a well-worn mask she put on for everyone else’s benefit. Andrew absolutely beamed with happiness.


  After the reception ended, everyone threw birdseed at them as they hurried to Peggy’s car and drove off. They would spend the weekend in a hotel in Savannah.


  “I still don’t understand why everyone was so blasted against my idea that they take the RV and go on a trip,” Tyler mused as they watched their taillights disappear down the drive.


  Tom suspected Nevvie’s incredulous look mirrored his own. “Are you freaking kidding me, Ty?” he asked. “Seriously?”


  Nevvie held up a hand, silencing Tom. She glared at Tyler and held up two fingers. “Two words, buster. Dump. Tank.”


  He reddened. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you, love?”


  “No,” she and Tom said in unison.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once all the guests had departed, Kelly and Laurie took over care of Adam and Mikey. Tom and Tyler shooed Nevvie off to bed.


  “Go,” Tom ordered. “We’ll supervise cleanup. You look exhausted.”


  She felt too tired to argue. She kissed her kids good-night despite the fact that it wasn’t even dark yet and headed for the shower. Then she pulled on one of Tom’s old T-shirts that she sometimes wore around the house and crawled into bed with an old science fiction movie on TV.


  She awoke at the feel of someone curling their body around her.


  Tyler.


  She wiggled her butt at him, earning her a chuckle. He gently cupped her right breast in his palm through the shirt. “You are awake, you sneaky little thing.”


  “What time is it?”


  “A little before ten. Tom should be along shortly.”


  “Wow. I did go to sleep.” She rolled to face him. He grabbed the hem of her shirt. She sat up and let him pull it off her before she snuggled with him again. His semi-stiff cock had nestled perfectly along the seam of her ass and was quickly growing hard.


  “Are you feeling frisky, love?”


  “I could be persuaded. I’m just not very energetic.”


  He brushed his hand down the curve of her belly and settled between her legs. “Let’s see how good my powers of persuasion are, love.”


  She closed her eyes, her head thrown back against his shoulder, as his fingers worked their magic on her. He parted her labia and stroked her clit until he had her juices flowing and her hips rocking against him.


  “There’s my sweet angel,” he whispered in her ear. He adjusted position slightly, then lined up his cock with her pussy and slid in. “Just like that,” he said.


  She softly moaned as he gathered her juices on his fingers and spread them around her clit, rubbing and teasing, her body responding to his touch.


  Tom walked in, chuckling when he saw them. “Starting without me?”


  “Just getting her warmed up.”


  He quickly stripped and joined them, nuzzling her breasts with his sweet, hot mouth. He cupped her other breast with his hand, rubbing his thumb over her nipple and coaxing it into a taut peak.


  The first explosion rocked her, but Tyler wasn’t finished and neither was Tom. They weren’t happy until they’d coaxed two more out of her. Then Tyler grabbed her hips, thrust a few times, and moaned as he came.


  “Oh, love,” he gasped. “You have no idea how hard it was to hold back. You were squeezing me so exquisitely.”


  “Enough with the chatter,” Tom playfully griped. “My turn. I’m dying here.”


  Nevvie giggled as Tom cupped a hand around her ass, nudging his cock into position after Tyler vacated the premises. “Dying?” she asked.


  “Uh-huh.” He sank his cock home, and before she could even think about if she still had one more in her or not, his body stiffened and he let out a groan she knew meant he’d added his load to Tyler’s inside her pussy.


  He relaxed with a happy smile. “Ahh. That’s better.”


  She giggled again. “Wouldn’t want you dying of blue balls.”


  He kissed her. “It’s a horrible way to go, sugar. You have no idea.” He flopped back onto the bed. “Now I just need to muster up enough energy for a shower.”


  Nevvie had already started dozing off again when the men finished their shower and returned to bed. She snuggled between them. “I hope they have a good time on their honeymoon,” she said.


  “Aah!” both men said, protesting.


  “What?”


  Tom shook his head. “I don’t want to think about what they’re doing on their honeymoon.”


  “Me either,” Tyler agreed.


  She looked at Tom, then at Tyler, in disbelief. “Oh, seriously? Grow up, you two!”


  “Hey, that’s my momma,” Tom said. “I don’t want to contemplate the mechanics.”


  Tyler nodded. “Agreed.”


  Nevvie lay back down. “God help the boys that try to date our daughters, then.”


  “Aah!” both men shrieked.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Nevvie had trouble sleeping all night. Despite the king-sized bed, as her belly grew, it seemed like there was far less room for her to move around. She took to sleeping on the far right side of the bed. It had the easiest path out of bed and to the bathroom, instead of her having to struggle to get up out of the middle of the bed for bathroom runs during the night and waking one or both men in the process.


  She awoke well before dawn in a foul mood for her lack of sleep. After going to the bathroom, she waddled out to the kitchen in her nightgown and bathrobe to make coffee. No doubt the boys and Laurie would be up soon to open presents. And everyone was coming over for lunch that afternoon. Jacob and Kyle had arrived two days earlier and were sleeping in the RV.


  Andrew had taken over all the Christmas dinner arrangements since Peggy had been in charge of Thanksgiving. She knew he’d be up soon to start the turkey and side dishes.


  As she waited for the coffee to brew, she stood at the sink and stretched, wincing. She’d tried to cut back her coffee consumption, but if she wasn’t going to be a royal bitch today, she’d need it. Her back hurt worse than usual this morning. Outside the window, she saw frost glinting on the grass in the light of the nearly full moon that was in the process of setting.


  Back in Florida, it was a balmy seventy-six, Pete had told her on the phone the night before.


  In another month, their addition to the new house should be done and they could move in. In some ways, she’d miss being here, with Mom and Dad, but she knew Peggy and Andrew deserved some privacy.


  She snickered. I’ll have to make sure we call before we come over so we don’t interrupt them.


  It was nice seeing them both so happy after the tumultuous summer. And Kelly, John, and Laurie would move out of Peggy’s and in with them until construction was completed on their new house across the road, probably sometime in mid-February.


  Another reason to smile. It was sort of like having their own personal family compound.


  She winced and stretched her back again. The girls were unusually active this morning.


  Feels like they’re having cheerleader tryouts in there.


  Nevvie was in the process of running through her mental checklist for the day’s events when a sharp pain took her breath away. She grabbed hold of the sink and tried to recover from that when a sudden gush of water ran down her legs, soaking her panties and puddling on the floor.


  In shock, she stared at it for a moment. No, not today. It can’t happen today.


  She tried to talk herself into thinking it wasn’t what she knew it was, but she knew she hadn’t peed herself.


  She was still standing there when Andrew walked in. “Ah, good morning, Nev.” His tone changed. “Are you all right?”


  She closed her eyes and shook her head.


  “What’s wrong? Oh dear, let me clean that spill up for you.”


  “Dad,” she gasped. “Get the boys.”


  “I thought you’d want to let them sleep in before they unwrapped presents.”


  She blinked as she tried to comprehend his statement. “No. I mean Ty and Tom. And get Mom, too.”


  “Why? What’s…” His face blanched as he finally realized what was going on. “Oh. Oh! Oh, my. Peg! Peggy, darling!” he screamed as he ran for the kitchen doorway.


  Nevvie didn’t want to cry, but it seemed the only thing she could do as she stood there, holding on to the sink for dear life as another contraction washed through her. She tried to console herself that the doctor warned her twins sometimes come early, but today?


  On Christmas?


  Peggy ran in, still pulling her nightgown on over her head as Andrew followed on her heels.


  “Nevvie, sugar? Are you in labor?”


  Nevvie closed her eyes and nodded.


  “It’s okay, hon. Come sit down.”


  Tom and Tyler pounded into the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” they both asked.


  “Nothing’s wrong,” Peggy said. “Go get dressed. You boys are about to be dads again.”


  Their faces went blank for a moment.


  “Do I need to paint a picture? Go!” Peggy yelled again, waving them toward their room.


  The men turned and ran out of the kitchen.


  A snort of laughter escaped Nevvie. “That’s telling ’em, Mom.”


  “I’m just glad I get to be here this time around. I missed the other two. Andy, get the mop, please, and clean that up before someone slips and hurts themselves. Nevvie, you come with me. Let’s get you changed and ready to go.”


  Nevvie let her grab her arm and help her up out of the chair. John emerged from their room at the commotion.


  “What’s going on?” John asked.


  Peggy helped Nevvie down the hall toward her bedroom. “Get dressed, Grandpa,” Peggy said. “And wake up Grandma. We’ve got babies on the way.”


  “Babies? Holy crap! Kelly!” He disappeared into their room again.


  Fifteen minutes and two contractions later, Nevvie, Peggy, Tom, and Tyler were speeding toward the hospital. Nevvie tried to keep her emotions in check, tried to remember what Dr. Fagen had told her, that it was normal that twins sometimes came early.


  Peggy drove, while Tyler crouched with Nevvie in the backseat.


  The medical staff was prepping Nevvie for her C-section when Dr. Fagen arrived. She offered Nevvie a smile. “This’ll be a piece of cake. Don’t worry.”


  “I can’t be awake, can I?”


  “You’re already in labor and too far along. I don’t want to risk you bleeding. We don’t have time for an epidural to take effect.”


  Nevvie nervously nodded.


  The doctor squeezed her hand. “Both your husbands will be there with you. Don’t worry.”


  Nevvie nodded harder, holding her tears back by sheer force of will.


  Tom and Tyler, having scrubbed in and wearing surgical gowns and masks, stood by Nevvie’s head as the anesthesiologist smiled down at her.


  “Just start counting backward for me, Nevvie,” he said. “From one hundred.”


  The last thing Nevvie saw were Tyler and Tom peering at her over the tops of their masks.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nevvie awoke with a gasp.


  “Steady, love,” Tyler softly said.


  She felt woozy, and felt a sharp pain in her belly. “What…”


  “It’s the anesthesia,” he said.


  A nurse entered her field of vision and took her vital signs. “Hello, Nevvie. Welcome back. How are you feeling?”


  Nevvie nodded, then looked at Tyler. She felt the oxygen canula in her nose but didn’t try to take it out. “How… Okay?”


  He smiled, all worry leaving his face. “They’re beautiful, darling. Just like you. Thomas and Peggy are with them.”


  “Okay?” Her mouth felt dry, cottony.


  “They want to observe them, but the tests so far show their lungs are working fine. Once you’re awake and have recovered for a few hours, they said we can take you to the NICU to see them.”


  “NICU?”


  “Just a precaution,” he assured her. “They’re not even on oxygen.”


  “They’re okay? You’re sure they’re okay?”


  He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “They’re already as feisty as you, love. Screaming their beautiful little lungs out. Thomas filmed it for you so you can watch later.” He caught her hand and stroked his thumb along the back of it. “And you did fine, too. No unexpected bleeding. Dr. Fagen said it was a textbook C-section. It took them longer to prep you and get you awake again than it did to actually deliver the little darlings.”


  She closed her eyes and squeezed his hand hard.


  Four hours later, Tyler had Nevvie bundled up in a wheelchair and carefully pushed her down to the NICU unit. He helped her scrub in and don a gown before pushing her over to the bassinettes where Tom and Peggy were standing.


  Tom leaned in and kissed her, a beaming grin on his face. “How you feeling?”


  “How are they?” she asked, completely sidestepping the question.


  “They’re gorgeous,” Peggy said. She gently scooped up one of the babies while Tom got the other. Tyler put a pillow in her lap to cushion her, and then they gently laid the babies in Nevvie’s arms.


  Nevvie felt the tears rolling down her cheeks as she stared at them. They were both asleep, their eyes closed. They looked absolutely perfect.


  “What color are their eyes?”


  Tom knelt in front of her. “This one,” he said, touching the curled little hand of the one cradled in her left arm, “has the Evil Genius’ blue eyes. And this little one,” he touched the other baby’s hand, “has my brown eyes.”


  Nevvie laughed, trying to choke it back so she didn’t disturb the babies. “Yeah?”


  Peggy smiled. “You got one of each. Congratulations, sugar.”


  The men had given Nevvie total say on what to name the babies. She’d been slightly frustrated by throwing names out and having them constantly agree. They were just so glad to be having daughters, they didn’t care what she named them.


  She looked at her blue-eyed daughter, who hadn’t yet opened her eyes for her. “Willow,” she said. Then she looked at her other daughter. “And Zoey.”


  She thought Tyler’s beaming smile might break his face. “Beautiful names, love.”


  Tom snickered. “Too bad we already named them Thing One and Thing Two.”


  Peggy smacked him on his shoulder. “Behave, you.”


  He laughed. “Sorry.” He looked up into Nevvie’s eyes. “Willow and Zoey are beautiful names.” He sighed. “I can see Tyler and I will have our work cut out for us.”


  “What do you mean?” Nevvie asked.


  “Well, love, we’re not letting them date until they’re at least thirty,” Tyler said with a grin. “And we have fake graves to dig in the backyard. That way, when boys come to take them out, we’ll show them how easy it would be for them to disappear should they do anything inappropriate.”


  Nevvie rolled her eyes and looked at Peggy. “How long does this cabaret act last?”


  She shrugged. “Beats me, sugar. Adam used to always be coincidentally cleaning his guns in the living room whenever one of the girls’ boyfriends came to pick them up for a date.”


  Epilogue


  


  Nevvie stood on the back porch, a cup of coffee in hand, and stared down at the pond. Still early, the morning light had turned a beautiful golden hue as it streamed through the pine trees and across the grassy backyard. This was always her favorite time of day.


  It was peaceful. It was calm. It was—


  “Mom!” Willow yelled from the top of the stairs. “Will you please tell Zoey to let me in the bathroom? She’s gonna make me miss the bus!”


  She closed her eyes and silently swore. It was shattered, is what it was.


  “Go use your brothers’ bathroom,” she yelled back.


  “Ew! Mom, no way! Please?”


  Nevvie suspected they could have eight bathrooms in the house and her twelve-year-old twins would still find a way to hog all of them at the same time.


  With a sigh, Nevvie returned to the house and walked upstairs to where Willow stood outside the bathroom door. Nevvie tried the knob and found it locked.


  She took a sip of her coffee, then pounded on the door with her free hand. “Zoey, open the door or I’ll have Poppa take it off the hinges and you can use it without any privacy at all.” It wasn’t an empty threat. After their last round of sibling bickering, Nevvie made Tom take their bedroom door off. They lost it for a week. It was amazing how quickly they’d cleaned up their acts to earn it, and the accompanying privacy, back.


  Nevvie had given silent thanks to Peggy for telling her the story years earlier, about how Emily and Katie had lost theirs for a week after a sisterly squabble got out of hand.


  The door almost immediately unlocked. Steam poured out as Zoey opened the door. She stood there, wrapped in a towel, her hair half done and her brown eyes narrowed in anger. “Mom, it’s my turn in here first! She always hogs the bathroom.”


  Willow pushed in. “I have to get my shower, creep!”


  “Willow, language,” Nevvie warned.


  Tom, looking barely awake and his hair mussed, emerged from their bedroom at the end of the hall. “What the heck’s going on out here?”


  Nevvie turned. “Now y’all are gonna get it. You woke up Poppa.”


  Downstairs from the kitchen, Adam yelled, “I’m not taking them to school if they miss the bus. They made me and Mikey late last time. They’re on their own.”


  “Why’d we pay extra to get the intercom system installed?” Nevvie asked Tom. “We never use it.”


  Tom shrugged. “Teenagers.” He stuck his head in the door. “You both have twenty minutes to be downstairs and ready to go, or I’m coming up here and dragging you out to the bus stop even if you aren’t completely dressed yet. Got it?”


  Both girls’ eyes widened. They knew he meant it. “Yes, sir,” they said.


  “Good.” He pulled their bathroom door closed and kissed Nevvie. “Good morning, baby girl.”


  She handed him her coffee cup. He took a sip. “Good morning, Poppa. How’s Ty?”


  They headed downstairs to the kitchen. “Still asleep. Although with all this noise, I don’t see how.” Tyler had returned, exhausted, late the night before from a six-city book promo tour.


  Mikey and Adam were finishing up their cereal in the kitchen. Nevvie made Tom a cup of coffee and traded him the fresh one for hers. She refilled hers and stopped Adam mid-stride.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Mom, I’ve got to finish getting ready or we’re gonna be late for school.”


  “Dishes.”


  “I rinsed them.”


  “I’m not your maid. I want them in the dishwasher, not the sink.”


  Behind his back and scrambling to finish his, Mikey stuck his tongue out at his big brother. She pointed a finger at him. “You, eat. Now. Or you’ll have to take the bus.”


  “Aw!” But he started eating faster.


  Once both boys were out of the kitchen, Tom grabbed Nevvie and pulled her to him. “You’re a slave driver, baby girl.” He playfully kissed her. Despite a little more gray in his hair and a few more lines around his eyes, he still looked like the handsome man she fell in love with so many years earlier when she was just their cleaning girl and Thursdays were always her little slice of heaven.


  “You should know, Master,” she softly said.


  She felt his cock grow hard against her in his pajama bottoms. “Goddamn, girl,” he whispered. “You trying to get me to fuck you right here on the table?”


  She kissed him as she ground her hips against his. Then, in his ear, she whispered, “It wouldn’t be the first time, Master. And after the kids are gone I’m all yours.”


  She pulled away from him with more than a little dampness pooling between her legs. At least with Tyler working at home and Tom retired, the three of them had plenty of time to play around during the day while the kids were at school.


  Everyone else knew to call before coming over, and if they didn’t answer, it probably meant it wasn’t safe.


  A half hour later, the girls were out at the bus stop, the boys were gone in Adam’s truck, and Tommy had Nevvie bent over the kitchen table with her pajama bottoms down around her ankles and his cock buried in her pussy.


  “You gonna come for me, baby?”


  Her fingers clenched into fists. “I want to.”


  He reached around her with one hand and found her clit. “You’d better, or I’ll have you on your knees sucking my cock all day.”


  Nevvie had always heard that, after kids, and as men aged, sex disappeared.


  That didn’t seem to be the case with her men. If anything, now that their kids were almost grown, they were chasing her like crazy. It didn’t hurt that both men had voluntarily gotten vasectomies after the twins were born, so they could literally spend all afternoon with their cocks buried inside of her without worries of her getting pregnant again.


  Four kids were more than enough. Not that she didn’t love her kids, because she did. But she didn’t want any more.


  And it was fun having Tom and Tyler chasing her around.


  Speaking of the Devil, Tyler chose that moment to walk into the kitchen. The sleepy look on his face disappeared almost immediately, replaced by a pleased smile. Nevvie didn’t miss how his boxers tented at the sight of Tom plowing her pussy on their kitchen table.


  “What have we here?” Tyler asked. “Did you start without me?”


  “I was horny,” Tom grunted as he plunged even deeper inside her. “And she teased me. You want to join in, feel free.”


  “Hmm. I wanted coffee, but this is just as good to wake me up.”


  Tyler stepped around the table while Tom pulled her up and swung her around. Tyler dragged a chair over and pushed his boxers down before sitting. Then he cupped his hands around her cheeks and pulled her lips onto his cock.


  She willingly opened and swallowed him, grabbing the chair for support.


  “Oh, yes, love. That’s it. You’re our sweet little fuck toy, aren’t you?”


  She felt her pussy clench around Tom’s cock. She loved it when they talked dirty like that. She tasted Tyler’s sweetly tangy pre-cum rolling down her tongue. When he woke up horny, he really woke up horny.


  The men thrust back and forth, every stroke of Tom’s cock in her pussy shoving her onto Tyler’s cock. Tyler kept his fingers embedded in her hair, refusing to relinquish her mouth on his cock. Nevvie moaned, enjoying letting go to her men, feeling like their beloved fuck toy and loving every second of it.


  Tom smacked her ass before he reached around her and found her clit with his fingers again. “You want to come for us, don’t you, baby girl?”


  “Mmhmm!” she moaned around Tyler’s cock.


  “That’s our very good girl,” Tyler said. “You let us do all the work, and you stand there and be fucked like a good little slave.”


  Between Tom’s finger on her clit and Tyler’s passion-thick voice, it drove her over the edge. She moaned around Tyler’s cock as she felt her cunt muscles grabbing Tom’s rigid shaft fucking her.


  “That’s our good girl!” Tyler praised as his fingers dug into her scalp. She felt his cock harden even more, throbbing in her mouth before hot jets of his cum flooded her tongue. She swallowed fast, trying to keep up with him even as Tom let loose and started fucking her so hard he drove her head into Tyler’s stomach with every stroke.


  “That’s…our…good…girl!” Tom said before he buried his cock deep inside her one last time.


  She would have collapsed to the kitchen floor in a satiated puddle if Tom hadn’t kept a firm grip on her hips.


  Eventually, Tyler relaxed his grip on her head. Tom hooked an arm around her waist and helped her stand up.


  “Better, baby girl?” Tom asked.


  “Uh-huh,” she said. Actually, she was ready to crawl back into bed with them and go to sleep.


  Tom kissed her. “Why don’t you and I catch a few extra winks while Evil Genius goes about his day?”


  She thought about the errands she needed to do. Dry cleaning, groceries…


  Oh, fuck it. “Okay,” she said.


  Tyler kissed both of them. “I’ll see you later.”


  They returned to their bedroom, finished stripping, and crawled into their king-sized bed. Tom wrapped his arms around her as they spooned together. “Love you, baby girl.”


  She snuggled tightly against him. “Love you, too…Master.”


  “Goddamn!”


  


  * * * *


  


  They finally got up a little after ten. Tyler was holed up in his office. Nevvie made a fresh pot of coffee for them before they jumped into the shower. Tyler had his routine, and they left him alone. Since he technically was the sole breadwinner now, they didn’t begrudge his unusual work hours. When he had the need to write, he shut his office door and wrote. Even the kids had finally understood that Daddy needed his alone time or he got very cranky.


  Nevvie checked over her shopping list. “Want to go with me?” she asked.


  “Why don’t you just ask me if I want a root canal?” Tom joked.


  “Sorry, Mr. Antisocial.”


  “I’ll go, but you have to mow today.”


  “Blech. Sorry I said anything.”


  “I thought you’d feel that way.” He had to mow their property as well as next door.


  She finished her preparations and grabbed her purse and keys. Next stop, next door.


  She knocked before opening the front door. “Dad? It’s me. Do you want to go shopping?”


  “I’m in the kitchen, love.”


  She walked into the kitchen and found him working on…something. She hugged him from behind and kissed the back of his neck. “How you doing, Dad?”


  “Oh, experimenting.” He was assembling a casserole. They ate dinner on Wednesday nights with him, as did a bunch of the family. It had become a tradition no one wanted to part with. The attendance roster fluctuated, but Nevvie and her brood always came, as did Kelly and John, and Clay and his wife, Jennifer. Danny and Elle and their spouses, and Laurie, usually made it several times a month.


  For the past eight months, it was rare anyone missed Wednesday dinner.


  “What are you experimenting with this time, Grandpa Frankenstein?”


  She almost got a smile out of him. “I hope the twins like it. It’s sort of like beef stroganoff, but not really.”


  “If you make it, I’m sure they’ll like it.” Nevvie’s twins adored their Grandpa Andy.


  “So you say. They are rather fickle as of late.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” She leaned against the counter. “Want me to get you anything from the store?”


  “I’m fine, love. Truly. Karen said she’s going to stop by the store on her way home tonight.” Bill and Karen had moved in, at Andrew’s insistence, four months earlier. With their adopted daughter, Chloe, not quite three, and Bill struggling to find a new job after his old employer closed, Andrew refused to take no for an answer. He loved babysitting, which saved Karen and Bill both stress and money.


  And everyone agreed Peggy would have done the same thing.


  It also meant the rest of the family wouldn’t worry about Andrew being alone in the house.


  Chloe let out a cry that blasted through the baby monitor on the counter next to the sink.


  “Ah, the princess awakes from her morning nap.”


  “I’ll get her, Dad.”


  “Thanks, love.”


  Nevvie walked down the hall to Chloe’s room. Nevvie found the little girl, who was small for her age, sitting up in her crib. As soon as she spotted Nevvie, her tears ceased and she reached for her.


  “Nevvie!”


  Nevvie smiled and picked her up. She had a few developmental delays as a result of her teenaged birth mother’s drug use, but she was a beautiful child with a sparkling personality. Her curly brown hair hung down to her shoulders, and her light blue eyes were always crinkled in a smile. “How’s the princess?”


  Chloe grinned and bounced in Nevvie’s arms. “Gampa!”


  “Grandpa is working on dinner. Let’s get you changed. You want to go shopping with me?”


  She bounced in Nevvie’s arms again. “Car!”


  “Girls’ day out.” Nevvie got her changed, packed her diaper bag, and carried her into the kitchen.


  “Ah, there’s my princess.”


  Chloe bussed him in the cheek. “Car!”


  “I asked her if she wanted to go shopping with me,” Nevvie said. “I hope that’s okay.”


  “Absolutely, love. Thank you.”


  Nevvie had ulterior motives. She didn’t want any more kids of her own, but she loved spoiling Chloe rotten. And Karen and Bill weren’t exactly in a good position monetarily. They wouldn’t resent her buying her niece some things.


  “Tommy’s going to mow today,” Nevvie said. “I’d better not catch you out there in that heat.”


  “I know, love. I’ll behave. I promise.”


  “Good.” She kissed him good-bye. “Call me if you think of anything you need.”


  Nevvie carried the happily squealing toddler out to her car. She kept a baby seat and stroller in her car for Chloe because she usually ended up taking the toddler, with or without Andrew, on errands or to Chloe’s doctor or physical therapy appointments two or three days a week. Since Andrew’s minor heart attack two years earlier, Nevvie often worried about him stressing himself despite him waving off her concerns.


  Nevvie started off at the mall, where she bought Chloe some clothes and new shoes before feeding her lunch. Then on to her other errands, with groceries last. When she returned to Andrew’s around two that afternoon, Chloe was already dozing in the car seat.


  He walked out to meet Nevvie and took the sleeping toddler from her. “Ah, the princess needs her afternoon beauty nap.”


  Nevvie handed over the diaper bag. “Want me to help?”


  “No, it’s all right, love. I’ve got her.” He leaned in for a kiss. “Thank you for taking her today. I was able to get quite a lot done.”


  “Anytime, Dad. You don’t even have to ask.” She noticed Tom had mowed his yard. “Same time tonight for dinner?”


  “Always.”


  “Oh, let me bring in her spoils of shopping,” Nevvie said.


  He laughed as he surveyed the bags. “Looks like the princess has an entire new wardrobe.”


  Nevvie shrugged. “Hey, I can’t help pampering her. She is the princess, after all.”


  She returned home and got her groceries put away. She found Tom floating in the pool, naked. “You done for the day?” she asked.


  He stood up and pushed his wet hair back from his face. “Yep. Just finished a little bit ago.”


  She walked over to the edge of the pool and knelt down. “I like the nature boy look.”


  “You do, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  He kissed her, pushing her shirt up. “Then why don’t you join me for a little skinny-dipping, lady.”


  She didn’t miss how his cock had started inflating.


  “You’re just totally horny today, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, well, didn’t help that Ty’s been walking around nekkid all day, teasing me something fierce.”


  She snickered. “Oh, really?”


  “Yeah. You know what he’s like when he gets back from one of those book junkets when one of us doesn’t go with him. It’s like fighting off a horny honey badger.”


  She grinned. “So how many times has he nailed you today?”


  He laughed. “He bent me over the kitchen table and fucked me before sending me out with an assful of cum to do the mowing.”


  “Aww, poor baby. He didn’t give you any relief?”


  “No.” His hands pushed up her bra and he fondled her nipples. “He’s mean, I tell you. Just plain mean.”


  She pulled off her shirt and bra. “Mean, huh?”


  “Yeah.” He bent his mouth to her right breast. She softly moaned as he laved his tongue over her nipple, flicking it before gently nipping it with his teeth. He cupped her left breast in his hand and slowly rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.


  She ran her fingers through his wet hair, holding him tightly against her and enjoying the sensation of him sucking at her breast. He switched off, drawing moans of need from her as he repeated his actions. She was about to suggest he let go of her so she could shuck her shorts and underwear when Tyler cleared his throat behind her, startling her.


  Nevvie looked up into his smiling face…and his hard cock. He stood there, hands on his hips, a mock scowl on his face, and his cock waving around her head. “What do you think you’re doing, young lady?”


  She stifled her snort. “Being molested by the yard guy?” she innocently replied.


  Tommy laughed, but didn’t relinquish her nipple.


  Tyler fisted his hand in her hair and stepped closer. “I think you know what to do with that delicious mouth of yours, my sweet little slave.”


  Her lips immediately parted as heat coiled in her pussy. For sure she’d have a wet spot in her panties. Tyler took charge, thrusting, fucking her mouth as she closed her eyes and enjoyed the things Tom was doing to her as well. She loved it when they took control like this. She’d begun sinking into a blissfully sexy haze when Tyler yanked his cock out of her mouth.


  “Up, love. You’re wearing far too many clothes.”


  Tom let go of her breasts, making her whine. He started working on her shorts, unbuttoning them.


  Tyler hauled her to her feet while Tom pulled her shorts and underwear down to her ankles.


  Then Tyler scooped her up and, before she could react, dumped her into the pool.


  She let out a shriek and bounced to the surface. “What the fuck was that for?”


  Tom laughed his ass off. “Wow, Ty. Hope you get a head start on her.”


  “Never fear, my sweet boy. Grab our wet pet by the hair and bring her over here.”


  Nevvie wasn’t fast enough to avoid her horny husband. Tom got her by the hair, melting any aggravation she had, and led her back to the side of the pool. Tyler had grabbed a beach towel and spread it on the edge of the pool, where he sat on it.


  “Right here, love,” he instructed Tom. When Tom got her close enough, Tyler grabbed her by the hair and took her from him. “Right. Back to what you were doing, pet. Thomas, have at her. You’ve worked hard today and earned the right to fuck our pet.”


  Nevvie opened her mouth and moaned as she sucked down his cock. Tom used his feet to spread her legs. Then he speared her pussy with his cock before reaching around her and finding her clit with his fingers.


  All she could do was hold on to Tyler’s legs and let the men see-saw her in the water between them. She let go and closed her eyes as Tom fucked her while he fingered her clit, his cock bottoming out inside her.


  “Yes, that’s it, my sweet little pet,” Tyler cooed. “Show us what a good little fuck toy you are for us.”


  Her insides curled and clenched in a hot and pleasant way at his words, driving her over the edge of her first orgasm. She moaned around Tyler’s cock.


  “And there she goes, Thomas.”


  “Goddamn,” he grunted behind her. “Why the hell don’t we fuck in the pool more often?”


  She whimpered around Tyler’s cock, helpless to resist, already rolling toward her next release.


  “Because we’d be dead of sheer exhaustion,” Tyler patiently replied. “Or she’d grow weary of the attention and neuter us in our sleep. Suck my cock well, love. I have a reward waiting for you.”


  She redoubled her efforts as Tom’s fingers sent her skyrocketing again.


  Tyler stroked her head without releasing her hair. “That’s right, pet,” he cooed. “Moan around my cock.”


  Behind her, Tom couldn’t hold out much longer. He grabbed both of her hips and started fucking her hard and fast, driving her deeper onto Tyler’s cock with each stroke.


  Tyler cupped her head in his hands. “Here you go, love.” With that, his cock exploded, his juices filling her mouth and making her moan again.


  Tom let out a groan and fell still as he dumped his load in her other end. They all sat there, recovering, when Tom swore.


  “What?” Nevvie said.


  “Move it. Kids’ll be home any minute.”


  “Shit!” She crawled out of the pool, Tom on her heels, and Tyler not far behind. They made it up to the top of the stairs when they heard the twins’ school bus pull up on the road outside.


  Laughing, the three of them ducked into their bedroom and shut the door behind them.


  “That was too close for comfort,” Tyler said with a grin. “We’ll have to do a better job of watching the clock.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The kids all headed over to Andrew’s house as soon as their homework was done. Nevvie, Tyler, and Tom waited to leave until Nevvie’s broccoli casserole was out of the oven. Nevvie and Kelly always brought veggies, while Clay and Jennifer usually brought a dessert. They arrived to find Mikey and Adam taking turns giving Chloe horsey rides in the living room while the twins were setting the table in the dining room.


  Karen, Bill, and Andrew were in the kitchen. Tom put the casserole dish on the counter. “Hello again, love,” Andrew said to Nevvie when she kissed him on the cheek.


  Karen’s hands were submerged in the dish pan, but when Nevvie slung an arm around her shoulders to hug her, Karen whispered, “Thank you for the shopping trip,” in her ear.


  Nevvie kissed her cheek. “Nothing’s too good for the princess,” she joked.


  John and Kelly arrived a few minutes before Clay and Jennifer. Cheryl and April and their broods arrived, too. By the time they all sat down for dinner in the dining room, they’d added several extra chairs to fit everyone. Danny and Elle and their spouses, as well as Laurie and her boyfriend, had all made it for dinner.


  It still felt empty without Peggy. Her unexpected stroke and death eight months earlier had been a shock the family hadn’t completely recovered from. As Nevvie studied Andrew’s face, she wondered if he would ever recover from it.


  They should have had more than twelve years together.


  When dinner ended, the kids all pitched in to help clean up, making the job go fast and allowing everyone time to sit and relax in the living room with Andrew and talk about their week. Nevvie and Karen went to the kitchen, where Karen once again hugged her.


  “Thanks again,” Karen said. “We really appreciate it.”


  “Hey, we’re family. We take care of each other.”


  Karen nodded as she wiped at her face with her hands before leaning against the counter. “Bill picked up an interview today in town. Keep your fingers crossed.”


  “That’s great. How’s Dad doing?”


  She shrugged. “You know how he is. Stiff upper lip and all that crap. I’m making sure he’s taking his meds the way he’s supposed to, and taking his blood pressure every morning and night. He’s got an appointment next week, by the way.”


  “He didn’t tell me. The sneak.”


  “Yeah, I know. I saw the appointment card and nailed him on it.”


  “I’ll take him.”


  “Thanks.”


  Nevvie was about to say something else when her phone rang in her pocket. She pulled it out and looked at the screen before answering. “Hey, Kyle. What’s up?”


  “You guys at dinner?”


  “Yeah, just finished. Why?”


  He laughed. “Tell Mom and Dad and everyone Amy just went into labor. We’re heading for the hospital now!”


  Nevvie let out a squee and told Karen. “I’ll pass the word! Keep us posted.”


  “I will, Sis. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, kiddo. We’ll see you soon.” She hung up and hugged Karen. I’m going to be an aunt again!”


  She raced out to the living room to pass the word. Kelly and John, who had come to be a replacement mom and dad for Jacob and Kyle, grinned from ear to ear and gave each other a high five. “Told you,” Kelly said. “Didn’t I say it would be today?”


  John rolled his eyes. “Yes, you did.”


  She looked at Nevvie. “Road trip!”


  Nevvie smiled. “Yes, Mom. Road trip. Tomorrow morning, we’ll head down.” Kyle and Jacob were now partners in Tom’s old business with Kenny. Both had graduated college with engineering degrees.


  After they’d said their good-nights and headed home, Nevvie undressed and crawled into bed with her men.


  “You realize,” Tom said, “those two girls are gonna try to eat us alive when you leave, don’t you?”


  She snuggled close. “Just threaten to take away their doors. That’ll shut ’em up.”


  Tyler laughed. “You’re vicious, pet. And I love you.”


  “Love you, too, Evil Genius.” She kissed him, then Tom. “Love you, too.”


  “Love you both,” Tom said.


  Tom and Tyler laced fingers, resting their hands on Nevvie’s hips. As they all drifted to sleep, Nevvie thought about the next generation of their family in the process of being born down in Tampa.


  Sometimes, she thought about that mousy, scared little cleaning girl who secretly dreamed about her two love gods and wished for a better life—and love. Then she always thanked the Universe for the rough path she’d walked early in her life. She wouldn’t change a thing. She had a life full of love and an ever-growing family because of it.


  But most of all, she had peace.


  


  


  THE END
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  AFTERWORD


  


  


  I’d never planned for Love Slave for Two to become a series. Originally, it was going to be a one-off book, with no planned sequels. And while I knew the characters’ backstories, I never planned to write a prequel, either. But one day, the story for Love Slave for Two: Family Matters popped into my head, and I thought hmm, that would work. It didn’t hurt that I was getting several e-mails every week from readers asking not if, but when, a sequel would be released.


  Fortunately for me, the characters started “talking” to me again, and I wrote it. During that process, I got the ideas for books three and four. The prequel, however, started chattering to me the loudest at that point, because events in the prequel set up events in book three.


  While I won’t say there are no more books to be written in this series, for now, the characters have gone silent on me.


  Ironically, as I was writing this, we were dealing with TS Debby here in Florida. While it wasn’t a major wind event, it dumped record-breaking amounts of rain on our state, as well as pushed a lot of water onshore, causing storm surge flooding. The Tampa stations showed, a couple of weeks after I’d already written the scene, video of the Bayshore region of Tampa completely flooded.


  It was a sobering reminder.


  A lot of people like to joke about throwing hurricane parties, but as a lifelong resident of this state, I can attest to the horrific power of Mother Nature. Most people don’t realize that deaths in storms are due mostly to drowning, not the wind. People want to stay behind and watch the waves, or they don’t think it’ll be that bad, and before they know it, they’re trapped in rising waters and emergency officials can’t respond.


  Or they do something stupid like drive through standing water and get washed off the road.


  I know it’s a pain in the ass, but as a storm survivor myself (evacuated from Andrew and went through the No-Name of ’93, Hurricane Charley, and Hurricane Wilma) please heed the warnings of emergency officials when they ask you to get the heck out of town. Have your hurricane party at a hotel or a friend’s house somewhere safe. I guarantee you, the waves don’t look so neat when you’re climbing up into an attic with nowhere else to go. And many emergency shelters now accept animals, so you don’t have an excuse to not evacuate with your pets. Familiarize yourself now, before the storm, with where pet-friendly shelters are, or have plans to stay with friends or family in a safe zone.


  Please, stay safe.
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