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Chapter One
	Nevvie Kinsey-Paulson stared at the large RV now blocking their driveway. I cannot believe Tyler bought it without talking to me and Tommy first.
 	She stared at it for another moment, somehow hoping it would disappear, or she’d wake up and find out it was some freaky dream.
 	Nope. It still sat parked there.
 	Unbe-fucking-lievable.
 	She turned to stare at Tyler, who’d just given them a tour of the damn thing.
 	Then, on top of that, announcing we’re taking a trip across the fricking country to Yellowstone National Park? “And when, exactly, are we leaving?” Nevvie asked.
 	Tyler cleared his throat. “Ah, two weeks from Monday.”
 	Tom stared at the RV as Adam squirmed in his arms. “Poppa,” Adam said, “Daddy said we can stop at Grandma Peggy’s house, too.”
 	Tom looked at Tyler. “Any other plans you want to share with us, Evil Genius?”
 	Tyler blushed. “Loves, it’s been quite a while since we’ve had a family vacation. My father will fly over from London. We’ll venture west and enjoy ourselves as we explore this great country of ours. Take our time. Relax. Let’s face it, after the past couple of years we’ve had, we’ve more than earned it.”
 	Nevvie smelled bullshit, but she wouldn’t deny that they’d earned it. Between Tyler’s heart attack, coupled with Tom’s motorcycle accident and his subsequent physical and emotional rehab, life had gotten a little rocky for them for a while before it settled down again.
 	She crossed her arms. “You’re not thinking about driving this land yacht all the way to Seattle, are you?” Tyler was slated to speak at a book fair there in a few weeks. Spending that long cooped up with her two husbands, her two sons, and her father-in-law might be the death of her sanity despite how much she loved all of them.
 	“Love! Do you take me daft? I’ve already arranged for a place to park it just outside the city. Hence another reason to have a ‘toad,’ as they told me it’s quaintly called, to haul behind the RV.”
 	“So, in other words, yes.”
 	Tom shook his head. “I still can’t believe you bought a car without talking to me first.”
 	Nevvie’s jaw gaped. “You can’t believe he bought a car?” She waved her hands at the thirty-five-foot Class A RV. “What about that thing?”
 	“Now, loves—” Tyler’s Lexus sedan pulled up behind the RV, with a strange man driving, saving Tyler from defending himself. “Ah, there’s the man to pick up the RV.” Tyler walked over and greeted him, exchanged keys with him, and the man climbed into the RV and carefully drove off with it while Tyler moved his car into their driveway.
 	“Are you truly angry with me, Nev?” Tyler asked when he got out after parking it.
 	She blew out an aggravated breath. “No, I’m not angry, Ty, I’m just—”
 	“What the hell?” Tom interrupted. Another two cars pulled up, one of them a brand-new Honda Pilot SUV, which the driver parked in their driveway.
 	Adam clapped his hands. “The new car!”
 	Nevvie quietly counted to ten under her breath. Somehow, she’d hoped Tyler had been kidding. She didn’t know why she’d expected him to be joking, but she’d hoped it nonetheless.
 	“You’re sure you’re not angry, are you, love?” Tyler asked as he gathered her into his arms.
 	She snuggled against him. “Aggravated, yes. Angry, no.”
 	“You did say I could make the plans.”
 	“Yes, I did. I just didn’t expect…this.”
 	“I never do anything half-arsed. Surely you know that about me by now?”
 	She looked up into his face. She couldn’t resist the playful gleam in his sweet, blue eyes. “Of course I do.”
 	“Remember, two o’clock tomorrow, we go to the dealership and you and Thomas get a lesson in driving the RV.”
 	“Oh, joy,” Tom snarked. “It’s not Nevvie and me I’m worried about, Evil Genius.”
 	Nevvie’s doubts weren’t all to do with Tyler’s dubious driving skills. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just fly to Seattle?” she asked. “Rent a car there? And…you know…fly back home? From Seattle?”
 	Tyler held her tightly. “It’s all right,” he whispered in her ear. “You don’t have to confront her if you don’t wish to.”
 	Nevvie had green-lighted Tyler getting their attorney to track down her adopted mother, Mary. Once and for all, she wanted to find out about her birth parents. Not just to answer her own questions about her past and why Mary abandoned her, but for the sake of her sons. Since Tyler’s heart attack, Nevvie wanted to learn all she could about potential threats to her sons’ health.
 	Nervous mother? Hell yes, she admitted it.
 	She also wouldn’t deny she wanted answers, even though the questions no longer mattered. Why Mary was willing to abandon her when her stepfather, Preacher Jim, ordered her to.
 	Why Mary didn’t love her enough to fight for her.
 	Although any answer she gave Nevvie still wouldn’t change the fact that Nevvie had two husbands who loved her, two sons she adored, and a wide circle of friends and family that she wouldn’t trade for anything.
 	Still, she needed those answers more than she ever wanted to admit.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	As they all returned to the house and Nevvie went to check on a sleeping Mikey, Tyler breathed a deep sigh of relief. While irritated at him, he knew neither Tom nor Nevvie were truly angry.
 	He went into his study, shutting the door behind him. He sat down at his desk and booted his laptop. Once it came up, he pulled up the last document he’d been working on.
 	Pure rubbish. He hated it.
 	What he hadn’t admitted to either of his spouses was the fact that he was bloody stuck. Thirty-two thousand words into his latest book, a thriller promised to his publisher in four months, and he was totally, utterly frozen.
 	And had been for several weeks.
 	He sat back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head, hoping the words on the screen would magically rearrange themselves into some semblance of brilliance. Each book had been more successful than the last, and this was the long-anticipated sequel in one of his series.
 	Bollocks.
 	Nevvie had enough on her plate taking care of their sons, as well as her mental stress over meeting her adopted mother. He refused to add to her cares.
 	No, this is my job. I’ll bloody well figure out how to do it.
 	He just prayed the trip would help jog his creative process.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	By bedtime, Nevvie had gotten over the worst of her ire at Tyler.
 	Tom, however, apparently still felt irritated. “I just cannot believe you’d go out and make purchases like this without at least talking to us first, Ty.” He ran a hand through his brown hair. “I mean, this isn’t a little thing you bought.”
 	“I thought you said you liked them,” Tyler replied.
 	“That’s not the point. And quit turning those big, blue, puppy-dog eyes on me. This is serious.”
 	“We can well afford it.”
 	“Again, not the point. You need to keep us in the loop about big-ticket purchases like this. Not to mention include us in the planning stages.”
 	“Well, Nevvie said I could make the plans for the trip. She agreed we could drive—”
 	“Whoa!” She held up her hands. “I never said go out and buy an RV. Don’t go putting this on me.” She dropped down onto the bed, her hands in her lap.
 	“Plans for what trip?” Tom asked, turning to her.
 	She took a deep breath. “I told him he could have Bob hunt down Mary.” She stared at her hands as she nervously worked her fingers together. “Bob found her. She lives in Sheridan, Wyoming.”
 	“Wyoming? Mary? Who the hell—” Tyler leaned in and whispered in Tom’s ear. He went quiet. Then his expression turned somber. “Oh. Babe, I’m sorry. Are you sure you want to do this?”
 	She nodded without looking up. “I have a right to know why.”
 	The men sat on the bed, flanking her. “Love,” Tyler gently said, “it’s understandable that you wish to talk to her. If it’s going to be too hard on you, however, I’m all for not doing it.”
 	“Me too, sugar,” Tom echoed. “You are our main concern. We can have Bob track down the information you want about your family’s health history.”
 	She finally looked up and smiled at them. “Thanks, guys. But I want to do this. I need to do it. I need closure. It’s always bugged me. I know it won’t change a damn thing about the past, but I have a right to get answers from her.” She plucked at Tyler’s shirt. “And I guess I do want those answers. You know? I want to hear her say it. I want to make her look me in the eye when she says it.”
 	“All right, love,” Tyler said. “Then we’ll do it.” He pulled her to him. “And we’ll have a fun family adventure in the process.”
 	Tom let out a snort. “It’ll be an adventure, all right.”
 	“Hush,” Tyler said. “I have always wanted to see the country from the ground, not looking down at it from ten thousand feet in the sky. And I’ve always wanted to have a family vacation. That is something, other than trips to see Mom in Savannah, that we haven’t had.”
 	Nevvie kissed him. “Fine. But no more big-ticket surprises. Okay?”
 	He smiled. “Absolutely, love. No more surprises.”
 	Tom snorted again. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”
 	She lightly smacked his arm. “Give him a break. He’s trying.”
 	“I know, baby girl, but I’m still irritated.”
 	“So, what would it take to un-irritate you, hmm?” Tyler asked.
 	Tom burst out laughing. “Um, yeah. That. Exactly.”
 	Nevvie climbed off the bed and let Tyler scoot next to Tom. Tyler grabbed him and pulled him into his lap while laying a long, deep, sexy kiss on his lips. “You mean, that?” Tyler asked.
 	“Yeah!” he breathlessly whispered before pulling Tyler’s mouth back down to his.
 	Nevvie undressed while Tyler revved Tom’s motor. She climbed onto the bed on Tom’s other side and started working on his slacks. He tried kicking his shoes off while she did that, and neither of them made any progress in getting his clothes off.
 	Finally, in frustration, he broke his kiss with Tyler and sat up. “Okay, let me get nekkid. Y’all got me so horny I can’t think straight.”
 	While he stood and began yanking off his clothes, Tyler also stood. He took a slower, more seductive pace as his gaze bored into Tom’s while he unbuttoned his shirt. “I’m going to get you even more horny before I let you come, love.”
 	Tyler’s deep, throaty tone, combined with his sexy British accent, did what it always did to Nevvie even though his words were directed at Tom. Her clit throbbed as moisture immediately began pooling in her pussy.
 	“Who’s going to make me come?” she asked in a plaintive tone.
 	“Oh, don’t worry, love,” Tyler assured her. “You’ll be begging us to stop by the time we’re finished with you.”
 	Tom threw himself back down onto the bed, landing next to her and bouncing her a little. “Oh, yeah, sugar,” he said. “Gonna have you screaming your head off.” He grabbed her and pulled her down to him, kissing her. His tongue stroked the seam of her lips and she softly moaned.
 	“Well, perhaps not screaming,” Tyler said with a chuckle. He reached out and stroked her ass before starting to remove his slacks. “We don’t want her waking up the boys.”
 	Tom broke their kiss just long enough to reply. “I’m sure I’ve got something I can gag her with,” he said with a wicked grin before kissing her again.
 	Nevvie whimpered with need, her clit now swollen and aching just from their little bit of banter. Her two men knew her body so well, and it never got old with both of them keeping her plenty busy.
 	Tom’s fingers gently fisted in her hair as he pulled her mouth off his. His breath brushed against her lips as he spoke. “You want my cock to suck on while Tyler’s licking your pussy, baby girl?”
 	“Mm-hmm!” She tried to kiss him again, but he firmly held on to her hair and wouldn’t let her get close enough to lock lips again.
 	A sexy smile curled his mouth. “Aw, is our poor baby girl all wet and horny?”
 	Somewhere behind her, she felt Tyler’s fingers unerringly slip between her legs and part her labia.
 	“Oh, yes,” Tyler confirmed. “One very wet little slave girl.”
 	Her insides twisted in a hot and pleasant way. So they want the little slave girl game tonight? Fine with her. She loved playing it. She wiggled her butt at him, trying to encourage him to play with her a little longer. Instead, he laid a light slap across her right ass cheek, not even enough to sting.
 	“Who told you to do that?” Tyler asked. “Hold still.”
 	Tom pulled her lips back down onto his, his tongue roughly thrusting into her mouth as Tyler began teasing her with his fingers. Not quite stroking her clit, he gathered some of her juices onto his fingers and started tracing every fold between her legs. Tom slipped a hand under her and found her left breast. He cupped her in his hand, her nipple trapped between his thumb and forefinger.
 	She whimpered again as Tom’s skilled fingers slowly rolled her nipple, turning it into a stiff, aching point of need with a direct connection to her clit and pussy.
 	“Oh, she likes that,” Tyler said. He laid his other hand on her left ass cheek and squeezed. She tried to wiggle and squirm between them to get more contact directly on her clit, but Tyler wouldn’t let her. “No, love,” he chastised. “You be a good girl and let your masters take care of you.”
 	Nevvie whined in protest, but Tom’s tongue in her mouth and fingers on her nipple soon had her distracted again. As did Tyler, who had now inserted two fingers into her wet pussy, where he proceeded to finger-fuck her.
 	“Ah, love, you’re so perfectly ready. I simply cannot wait any longer to be inside you.” He grabbed her hips and made her stand next to the bed, bent over. Tom changed position, his legs hanging off the bed. Tyler pushed her head down to Tom’s cock. “Get busy, love. I doubt you’ll come this time, but I need to fuck that sweet pussy.”
 	As her lips closed around Tom’s cock, his hands once again twisted in her hair as his hips thrust up to meet her downward journey. He quickly grew rigid between her lips, his warm, musky scent filling her lungs.
 	Behind her, Tyler grabbed her hips, lined his cock up with her pussy, and plunged home hard, shoving her down even further on Tom’s cock.
 	She closed her eyes and enjoyed it. She loved being pinned between her men, either like this or sandwiched between them with both their cocks filling her pussy and ass at the same time. Tyler varied his thrusts between short, shallow strokes and hard, deep ones that filled her completely and stretched her pussy in a pleasantly familiar way. She wrapped her fingers around the base of Tom’s cock as she tried to keep up with Tyler.
 	“That’s it, love,” he grunted. “Just relax and enjoy letting your owners use your body.”
 	Nevvie thought her insides would melt from the heat of his voice. She knew she wouldn’t get over like this, but the erotic friction of Tyler’s cock inside her churned her desire for them. When she tried to rock back against him in time with his strokes, he lightly slapped her ass again.
 	“Behave, love. I’m driving. Be a good girl. Let me set the pace.”
 	She whined around Tom’s cock, which made him laugh. “She’s really horny, Ty. She wants it.”
 	“She can have it when…I’m…done.” He took several strokes faster and deeper than the others before she felt his cock grow harder inside her. His balls slapped loudly against her ass as he let out one last groan before falling still, holding tightly on to her hips to keep his cock deeply embedded inside her.
 	“Exquisite,” he whispered. He took a deep breath and blew it out. “That, love, was just the first course.” He leaned forward and traced her spine with his tongue and lips. “We’re going to thoroughly use our girl tonight.”
 	She tried to lift her head from Tom’s cock to reply, but his grip in her hair tightened, holding her in place and making her clit throb even more.
 	“Oh, no you don’t,” Tom said, his tone teasing. “You’re not going anywhere yet. I’ve got at least two in me tonight, baby girl, and one of them is going down your throat.”
 	Her legs nearly gave out on her over his commanding tone. She loved it when they both took charge like this.
 	“Mmm,” Tyler said. “You keep that up, my sweet Thomas, and you’ll have me ready to go again.” Tyler withdrew and maneuvered Nevvie around so she could kneel on the bed. There, he began fingering her pussy again.
 	Nevvie let go of all control and conscious thought as she worked her mouth up and down Tom’s hard, hot shaft. She ran her tongue over the surface of his cock, down to his balls, and back up again, deep throating him and enjoying the passionate grunts she drew from him.
 	Meanwhile, Tyler was doing his best to distract her from her duties. His skilled fingers, now up to three inside her well-fucked slit, were unerringly stroking her G-spot while he used his other hand to tease her swollen clit. She found it impossible not to wiggle against Tyler’s hands as Tom started taking more control of her head. His grip on her tightened as the salty tang of his pre-cum flowed over her tongue.
 	“That’s it, baby girl,” he grunted. “Suck my cock. You know you want me to give it to you.”
 	Oh, did she! Her free hand cupped his balls, carefully massaging them as she worked her mouth over his cock. Her tongue traced the ridge of the head and flicked the underside of his glans before taking him deeply again.
 	“Such a good girl,” Tyler crooned. “Let your Master Thomas give you a big mouthful of his cum.”
 	She moaned. He should write erotica. Tyler always had the perfect words and tone of voice to go with the mood.
 	Tyler’s hand inside her started moving faster, harder, building the sensations, drawing her inexorably toward her release. She couldn’t help but moan again, which triggered Tom’s fall over brink.
 	“Goddamn!” he grunted as his fingers dug into her scalp. His cock grew rigid as his balls tightened in her hand. In her mouth, his shaft started pulsating as jets of cum spurted over her tongue. She eagerly swallowed, not a single drop escaping her.
 	That was when Tyler pinched her clit, sending her into orbit. She screamed around Tom’s softening cock. Tom’s hands never left her head even though his grip grew gentle. He stroked her hair. “That’s it, baby girl,” he cooed. “Come all over Tyler’s hand for us.”
 	She grabbed his hips for support. His cock muffled her cries as she catapulted over the edge. Waves of pleasure rolled through her body under Tyler’s relentless fingers. When she tried to move away from him, he used his body to pin her between them.
 	“No you don’t,” he said with a chuckle. “You’re not going anywhere, love. I’ve got you right where I want you.” He didn’t stop until she’d moaned out another orgasm around Tom’s cock and began begging for mercy.
 	Tom, on the other hand, was already hard again. He gathered her hair in one hand and pulled her off his cock. “Roll over, sugar. I’m ready for round two.”
 	Breathless, she rolled onto her back and scooted farther into the middle of the bed. Tyler crawled up next to her. “Open, love.”
 	She did, and he stuck three fingers covered with her juices into her mouth. She grabbed his wrist as she eagerly worked his digits over with her tongue as if they were his cock.
 	While she did that, Tom crawled between her legs. “My turn,” he said. He pushed her thighs wide open and dipped his head between her legs.
 	Tyler’s fingers in her mouth muffled her loud moan as Tom’s tongue flicked her swollen clit.
 	“Looks like our girl is still horny, too,” Tyler said. She looked into his blue eyes and felt her soul melt. The men were so different. Each one filled part of her in a way that brought them both together, comprising the whole of her heart and her love.
 	“Then let’s keep her busy,” Tom playfully said before returning to his task.
 	Tyler pulled his fingers from her mouth and shifted position, turning around and kneeling over her head. “Open wide, love,” he instructed.
 	She did. Tyler lowered himself on top of her, burying his semihard member in her mouth. She grabbed his thighs and set to work, enjoying the taste of their mingled juices on his cock.
 	Tom moved lower, sinking his tongue into her pussy and fucking her with it while Tyler licked her clit. The weight of his body pinned her to the bed and held her in place through three more orgasms. When they finally relented, it was only so Tyler could roll over, pulling her on top of him and exposing her well-fucked pussy to Tom.
 	“That’s what I wanted,” Tom said. As Tyler once again went to work on her clit, this time with his arms firmly wrapped around her so she couldn’t wiggle free, Tom sank his cock balls-deep inside her cunt.
 	Her loud, happy moans were muffled by Tyler’s rigid cock filling her mouth.
 	Life doesn’t get much better than this. She didn’t have time to think any other rational thoughts, because Tom started fucking her, hard and fast. The feel of his shaft filling her, bottoming out inside her, and stretching her sent her over the edge again with Tyler sucking on her sensitive bud to knock a home run out of the park. Her back arched, and when she tried to lift her head to beg for a little reprieve, Tom laughed.
 	“Oh no, you don’t.” He reached over and grabbed her hair, forcing her back down onto Tyler’s cock.
 	The action unhinged what little control she still had over her body. As her muscles contracted around Tom’s cock, she sucked harder, deeper, faster on Tyler’s cock. When she pressed a finger against his rim, it sent him over the edge with a loud cry barely muffled by her pussy. His cock exploded, filling her mouth with his sweetly salty cum.
 	Tom laughed again and let go of her hair to grab her hips again. “That’s what I wanted to hear, baby girl. Keep him coming.” His balls slapped against her ass as he rode her, hard and fast, pulling yet another climax out of her before he finally let out a grunt of his own and collapsed on top of her.
 	Tyler blindly reached out and slapped at him, making him laugh. “Sorry, Ty,” he said as he rolled off of them.
 	Nevvie managed to roll in the opposite direction to catch her breath. Tyler laughed. “Sorry, love, but I can’t handle both of you smooshing me at the same time like that.”
 	Nevvie giggled. “You wore me out.”
 	“Did we?” Tyler asked, feigning innocence. He lifted his head. He spotted Tom’s wilting cock. Before Tom could stop him, Tyler rolled over and engulfed him with his mouth.
 	First protesting, Tom soon stopped trying to push him away as his hips began rocking in time with Tyler’s ministrations.
 	Nevvie knew she was spent. But she still wanted to have fun. She rolled over and kissed Tom. He moaned into her mouth, his hips gaining speed as Tyler’s hand disappeared between Tom’s legs. Then he let out an even louder moan, followed by Tyler snickering with a mouthful of cock.
 	After a moment, Tyler lifted his head. He wore a playfully evil grin. “I wasn’t sure I could get you over again, love.”
 	Tom shook his head. “You’re an evil genius. I keep telling you that.”
 	“But he’s our evil genius,” Nevvie said with a giggle.
 	“Yeah.” He arched an eyebrow at Tyler. “You up for one more?”
 	“No, loves. I’m totally knackered.” He crawled up the bed to lie on Nevvie’s other side. Then he let out a yawn. “In fact, I’m ready for sleep.”
 	Tyler’s yawn proved contagious. Nevvie, then Tom followed suit. “Me, too,” Nevvie said. She snuggled in between them. “I love you guys.”
 	Tyler, then Tom kissed her good-night before kissing each other. “Love you, too. Both of you,” Tyler said.
 	“Love you, baby girl,” Tom echoed. “And you, Evil Genius.”
 	Nevvie giggled again as she closed her eyes. “We’ll have to practice being quiet in the RV,” she said.
 	Tom snorted. “I think we’ve got the gag technique down pat.”

 


Chapter Two
	Nevvie left the boys with Tom and Tyler and took off by herself early the next morning before the day turned hot. She made a stop at a florist, then drove to the cemetery where her dad, Michael Barton, was buried.
 	She found her way to his grave and sat in front of it. With tender care, she tucked the flowers into the small plastic vase she’d picked up at the office and then poked it into the ground in front of the granite marker.
 	“Well, Daddy,” she said. “Our attorney found Mary.” Nevvie couldn’t bring herself to call her “Mom” anymore. “I hope I’m doing the right thing by finding her.” She laughed. “You wouldn’t believe what Tyler did.”
 	She spent the next half hour talking, laughing…crying. When she finished, she reached out and stroked his name carved into the sun-warmed stone. “I know I was adopted, but you’re my Daddy. I love Andrew, don’t get me wrong, and both me and Tommy call him ‘Dad.’ But you’ll always be my Daddy.”
 	She kissed her hand and touched it to his name. “I’ll let you know how it works out, Daddy. I love you.” She stood, brushed off her pants, then slowly walked back to her car.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	After lunch, Nevvie, Tyler, and Tom left the boys with Eddie and Pete and headed to the RV dealership for their two o’clock appointment to learn how to drive the RV. Tyler drove them in the new Pilot.
 	“How’s the ride back there, love?” Tyler asked Nevvie as he caught her gaze in the rearview mirror.
 	Tom, in the front passenger seat, poked him in the shoulder. “Eyes on the road, mister. No one’s arguing the fact that it’s a nice car. We just can’t believe you bought it without talking to us first.”
 	“Or the RV,” Nevvie added. “Or the trailer.”
 	Tyler pulled in to the RV dealer’s parking lot. “But loves,” he insisted, “we’ll have the trip of a lifetime. Not to mention, now with the boys getting bigger, the RV will make things easier when we go up to visit Mom. We did say we wanted to spend more time with her and Tom’s sisters.”
 	Tom looked over the back of the seat at Nevvie. “I think he’s grasping at straws.”
 	“He is,” she agreed. “But that is a valid point.” She poked Tyler in the shoulder. “Next time, however, talk to us first. Okay?”
 	Tyler grinned. “Right! Not a problem.” He leaned in for a kiss from Tom, then Nevvie. “Now, let’s go have our lesson.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	An hour later, Nevvie and Tom’s nerves were shot. Clueless Tyler, however, had the time of his life and remained totally oblivious to the discomfort of both his partners and the instructor regarding his driving skills.
 	While Tyler was talking to the salesman, who looked more than a little rattled after Tyler’s lesson, Tom leaned in and whispered in Nevvie’s ear.
 	“Do you believe he actually managed to drive that damn thing home yesterday? Who the fuck let him have the keys?”
 	She blew out a breath. “I know. I’m surprised he didn’t kill anyone.”
 	“You and me drive this thing, baby girl. He doesn’t get behind the wheel. Ever again. Ever.”
 	“Agreed.”
 	“Well?” Tyler looked at them expectantly. “What did you think?”
 	Nevvie and Tom pasted on fake smiles. “You did…great, Ty,” Nevvie lied.
 	“Yeah,” Tom echoed. “Unbelievable.”
 	“That’s the truth,” Nevvie muttered under her breath just loud enough Tom could hear her.
 	He nudged her with his elbow. “Shh!”
 	Tyler studied them. “All right, I’ll admit perhaps I’m not completely comfortable driving this yet, but I think I fared rather well. Far better than on a motorcycle.”
 	“I’ll give you that,” Nevvie agreed with more than a little snark in her tone.
 	He pulled her to him. “I promise, love, I will get plenty of practice before our trip.”
 	“You’re going to need it,” Tom said.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie picked Andrew up from Tampa International five days later. Even though he was Tyler’s father, both Nevvie and Tom considered him their dad, too. And he was the spitting image of Tyler. She hugged him when he emerged from the international terminal with his luggage.
 	“Hello, love,” he said with a smile. “It’s so good to see you again so soon.”
 	“You, too, Dad.”
 	“So, what is this that Tyler was saying about a caravan trip?”
 	She smiled. “We call them ‘RVs’ here in the States, Dad.” She sighed. “And yes, he went out and bought one without talking to me or Tommy first.”
 	“Can he drive it?”
 	“Um, yeah. Sort of. He needs a lot of practice with it.”
 	Andrew nodded. “Meaning we’ll need a lot of patience?”
 	She laughed. “Exactly. Except, hopefully, Tommy and I will keep him from getting behind the wheel of the thing again.”
 	She helped him get his luggage to the car. When they were on their way back to the house, he asked, “So what is our itinerary?”
 	“We leave in less than two weeks. That gives Tommy and me time to learn how to run the damn thing.”
 	“You don’t sound happy about all of this, love.”
 	“It’s not that I’m not happy. It’s just I wish he’d discussed this with us first. I would have been happy flying out there and renting a car to drive around in. You know, stay at hotels. Yes, an RV has its advantages, but I don’t want this turning into Deliverance on wheels, either.”
 	He looked confused.
 	“You know,” she said, “the canoe movie from hell? Paddle faster, I hear banjoes and all that.”
 	“Ah. Now I recall the movie.” He smiled. “I doubt it will be that bad.”
 	“I wish I had as much confidence as you do.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie and Tom grew adept at giving Tyler lots of busywork while they took the RV out for practice runs. Nevvie learned how to maneuver the RV with and without the car hauler hooked to the back. The night before they were scheduled to leave, Tom and Nevvie were over at Pete and Eddie’s house, going over final details. Their friends were going to take care of their house for them while they were gone.
 	Pete laughed and shook his head. “Tell me again how the hell you two let Tyler sucker you into an RV trip.”
 	Tom rolled his eyes. “I didn’t. He showed up at the house with the damn thing.” He glanced at Nevvie.
 	Nevvie poked him in the shoulder. “Don’t even try to blame this on me. I never told him to get an RV. I just suggested a family vacation.”
 	Eddie brought them a bowl of dip and a bag of chips and sat at the table with them. “So where is your evil genius tonight?”
 	“Home with Dad and the boys,” Nevvie said as she reached for a chip. “We needed a break. He’s finishing up packing the RV and prepping the house. He insisted he would handle all of that. I don’t even know how he’s had any time to write lately. We put out stuff we wanted to take, and he’s making sure it gets packed. He told us we wouldn’t have to lift a finger to get the RV or our stuff prepped since we’re doing most of the driving.”
 	“All,” Tom added. “Seriously, unless it’s an emergency, I don’t want Ty driving that thing. Especially not with a loaded car hauler on the back.”
 	“I do envy you guys,” Eddie said. “I’d love to see the country.”
 	“Want to take my place?” Tom joked.
 	Pete let out a snort. “Not on your life, buddy. You’ll be lucky if you don’t roll back into your driveway in a few weeks with Tyler strapped to the roof.”
 	“Or locked in the car on the hauler,” Eddie added.
 	“Aw, he’s not that bad,” Nevvie admitted. “He’s just…thorough.”
 	“I thought that was usually called ‘obsessive,’” Eddie teased.
 	“Cross-country trips are fucking hell,” Pete said. “I remember when my ex-wife and I took a drive across the country. We’d been married about two years. Decided to go visit her grandparents in Phoenix one year for Christmas.”
 	“Did you have a good time?” Nevvie asked.
 	A laugh bellowed out of his large body. “We nearly got divorced by the time we hit Missouri. It was amazing we didn’t kill each other by the time we hit the Arizona state line. Looking back on it in retrospect, divorcing then probably would have been a good idea and would have saved us both several years of our lives. Eh, but what are you gonna do. We were young and stupid and I hadn’t come outta the closet yet.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	By the time Tom and Nevvie returned home, the boys had been fed, bathed, and tucked into bed. Andrew was asleep in the guest room, and Tyler was scurrying around, finishing up the last of the preparations for their departure.
 	He grinned as they walked in. “Well, loves, we are almost completely ready.” He pointed to a list on the counter. “I have a few things to do in the morning, but other than that, we should be able to leave here on schedule.”
 	Tom grabbed Tyler and pulled him close, encircling him with his arms to hold him in place. “Listen, Evil Genius. I know how you get. I don’t want you panicking if things aren’t perfect on this trip, all right?”
 	“Love, I’ll be fine, I assure you. I want this trip to be memorable.”
 	Nevvie snorted as she laid her purse on the counter. It’ll be that, all right.”
 	“It’s almost as if you’re expecting trouble,” Tyler said, a slightly hurt tone in his voice.
 	Nevvie joined her men and they formed their group hug. “Ty, it’s not that I’m expecting trouble or doubting your skills as a travel planner. It’s just…that’s a lot of freaking country, literally, we’re going to be driving through. The six of us, cooped up together. Usually we adults get a little alone time. It’ll be pretty much impossible in that thing.”
 	“Yeah,” Tom added. “Not to mention it’ll make getting wild and woolly a little tricky, too.”
 	“Well, we can’t play around in the shower like we can here at home,” Tyler admitted. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t do other things.” He smiled. “We’ll just have to keep our voices down.”
 	Nevvie snuggled in closer and bumped her hips against both men. “Well, let’s have one last wild romp before our wings get clipped.” She leaned in and nibbled on Tyler’s ear. She spotted the bulges that formed in both his and Tom’s pants.
 	“Mmm, that does sound lovely, pet,” Tyler said. “Let me make sure the door is locked.” He kissed her, then Tom. “I’ll be right there.”
 	Nevvie headed down the hall with Tom close on her heels. He was having a good day pain-wise and had acted frisky most of the evening. She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her giggles when he goosed her halfway to their bedroom.
 	“Stop!” she whispered. “You’ll wake up the kids or Dad.”
 	“Ask me if I care, baby girl,” he said, a devilishly sly grin on his face. He grabbed her and pulled her to him so he could kiss her. Refusing to release her, he backed her down the hall toward their bedroom. “I’m gonna fuck your brains out tonight,” he hoarsely whispered in her ear.
 	They made it through the bedroom door. He bumped it closed with his foot before scooping her up over his shoulder. He carried her over to the bed and dropped her onto the center of it as she once again tried to stay quiet.
 	He lifted her T-shirt and kissed her belly. “Do you know how much I love you?”
 	She ran her fingers through his hair. With a will of their own, they traced the scar from his motorcycle accident. She couldn’t help herself. “I love you, too.”
 	The bedroom door opened. Tyler entered, closing it behind him. “And how about me, loves?” he asked, faking a pout. “Do you love me, too?”
 	Tom grinned as he rolled onto his side so he could look at Tyler. “Yeah, of course I love you. But how much I like you might have to wait until we get home from the trip.”
 	Tyler laughed and joined them on the bed. “We’re going to have so much fun. And guess what? I talked to our CPA today. I will be able to write part of the trip off for research expenses.”
 	“Really?” Nevvie, ever the thrifty one as a result of years of having to scrimp to get by, sat up. “Seriously?”
 	Tyler started unbuttoning his shirt. “Absolutely. And I already have several ideas jotted down that I want to research while on our travels.”
 	That put a new spin to it that Nevvie hadn’t previously considered. She’d already told the men she wanted to use the trip as an opportunity to teach Adam about the country and the history of the various sites they visited. The precocious child was already reading far above his age.
 	“I need to keep good records, however. Mileage logs, fuel receipts, food, and other expenses. And any books I purchase along the way about the various sites we visit.”
 	“Cool,” Tom said. “Now can we get back to the fucking? Because you sort of interrupted me in the process of getting Nevvie nekkid.” He threw his arms around Nevvie, making her laugh as he tackled her back down onto the bed.
 	Tyler stood and let his pants and underwear join his shirt on the floor. “Don’t let me stop you, Thomas,” he joked. “In fact, that sounds like a rather good idea.” He joined them on the bed.
 	Tom pulled Nevvie’s shirt off her. “When is getting Nevvie nekkid not a good idea?”
 	Tyler laughed. “I think we’re delving into the realm of double negatives.” He started working on her bra. She propped herself up on one elbow and kissed him as he curled an arm around her to unhook the clasp.
 	Tom pulled one strap off her shoulder and cupped her breast with his hand.
 	Nevvie fell back to the bed, a soft moan escaping her. She felt the warmth of his palm against her flesh throughout her entire body. Her nipple hardened as he kneaded her breast, the rough pad of his thumb teasing her, drawing the pink bud into a tight peak.
 	Tyler worked on her shorts. “Let’s get these off you, too.” She arched her back so he could pull them and her underwear off her. “Mmm, that’s such a lovely sight.” Tyler pushed her thighs apart and dove between them. Tom’s mouth took over for Tyler’s hand on her breast, while Tom captured her other breast with his hand.
 	Nevvie closed her eyes and tried to be quiet. Unfortunately, that wasn’t easy with Tyler’s skilled mouth latched onto her clit and Tom’s mouth pulling at her one nipple while his hand teased her other nipple into a tight, aching peak.
 	Sometimes she liked long and slow lovemaking with lots of foreplay. Tonight, she wanted fast and hard sex.
 	“Do it, Ty,” she begged. “Please, make me come.”
 	He chuckled, the rumble pleasantly washing through her entire body and making her shiver. Tom picked up his efforts, getting a little rougher with her breasts and driving her closer to the brink.
 	Tyler inserted two, then three fingers into her dripping cunt. When he started finger-fucking her, hard, in addition to the delicious things he was already doing to her with his mouth, she thought she’d fly off the bed. Tom read her body and covered her mouth with his. She dug her fingers into his hair and let his mouth muffle her scream as the muscles of her pussy contracted around Tyler’s fingers.
 	Tyler wasn’t happy to stop there. With Tom pinning her down on the bed despite her efforts to squirm away, Tyler kept up his oral ministrations. He hooked his fingers inside her, finding the sweet spot and pressing firmly against it.
 	Nevvie felt explosions going off inside her, an orgasm so strong it felt nearly painful in its intensity. When she finally twisted her mouth free from Tom’s and started begging for mercy, Tyler sat up and smiled.
 	“How was that, love? Will that keep you sated for a little while?”
 	“Uh-huh!”
 	He grabbed her ankles and put them over his shoulders. Then he lined his stiff cock up with her wet hole. “Then it’s my turn.”
 	His moan echoed hers as his cock sank home inside her. As he started fucking her, his balls slapping against her with each stroke, he turned and kissed her ankle. “I love having you like this, love. Ready and wet and open and perfectly…fuckable.” He said the last word with a grunt and a final, hard thrust. She felt his cock explode inside her and he fell still, propping himself up with his arms.
 	“Exquisite,” he whispered before leaning in to kiss her.
 	“Fine, good, you got off,” Tom groused. “Now move, dammit. I’m horny!”
 	Nevvie giggled. “You’re always horny.”
 	“That’s not the point.” Tyler rolled out of the way as Tom climbed between her legs. Without any delay, he plunged his cock inside her. “Oh, baby girl. That’s what I like.” He kissed her as he fucked her, hard and fast. She wrapped her arms and legs around him as he picked up speed until every stroke drove her a little farther up the bed.
 	She nuzzled his ear. “That’s it, Tommy. Fuck your little slave girl.”
 	“Yes!” His cock hardened, swelled, and pumped streams of cum deep inside her as his body stiffened.
 	It wasn’t until he started catching his breath that he relaxed on top of her. “You know just what I like. You’re nearly as scary as the Evil Genius sometimes.”
 	“I just know what you like.”
 	He kissed her before he withdrew. “Yeah, well I love you.”
 	“I love you, too.”
 	Tyler cleared his throat. They looked at him and in unison said, “We love you, too, Evil Genius.”
 	He grinned. “I should hope so.”

 


Chapter Three
	It took them five hours to make it from Tampa to Jacksonville. At the Georgia state line, Tom pulled into a truck stop to top off the tank and check the toad. Nevvie welcomed the chance to stretch her legs. Mikey was asleep, so she let Adam go into the store with Andrew to pick out a snack. Since Tom had started out driving, Nevvie was going to relieve him. But when they were all gathered in the RV and the boys were once again secured in their car seats, Nevvie found Tyler in the driver seat, grinning from ear to ear.
 	“Move,” she said. “My turn to drive.”
 	He shook his head. “No, love. I shall do my fair share of driving. This was my idea, after all.”
 	“You need to work, Tyler. That was the deal. Tommy and I would drive and you can work.”
 	“Nev,” Tom said, with a tip of his head indicating he wanted to talk to her. She leaned in. “Let him drive, baby girl. Just this leg. Less than two hours and we’re at Momma’s. It’s an easy stretch. It’s okay.”
 	She looked at him. “You sure? I thought we agreed not to let him drive.”
 	“It’s okay. I’m too tired to fight him.”
 	She let out a sigh and turned to Tyler. “All right, fine. This time.” As Tom climbed into the passenger seat and she went back to sit with Andrew and the boys, she hoped she wouldn’t regret giving in.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	With less than two miles left in their journey, Adam bounced up and down in his seat. “I can’t wait to see Grandma Peggy!”
 	Nevvie corralled him with a laugh. “I know, sweetie, but you need to sit down. You shouldn’t be bouncing around.” Technically, he should be securely strapped in his car seat, like Mikey, but Nevvie doubted the country road would produce much in the way of traffic hazards this late in their journey to her mother-in-law’s house. And he had spent most of the trip secured in his car seat for his safety and her sanity. She’d let him out of his car seat when they’d turned onto the last road, a quiet, two-lane country road leading to the private dirt road Peggy Kinsey lived on.
 	Hell, as slow as Tyler’s driving, we could walk the rest of the way to Mom’s faster than we’d make it in the Land Yacht.
 	Nevvie didn’t know who was more relieved, her or Tom, by the time they finally pulled in to Peggy Kinsey’s front yard and Tyler shifted the rig into park. Peggy walked out onto the front porch, sending Adam into a frenzy.
 	Nevvie opened the side door and set him down on the ground. “There. Go.” Adam went flying across the yard and up the porch steps, where he threw his arms around Peggy’s legs and nearly knocked her off-balance.
 	Tyler climbed from behind the steering wheel and stretched. He’d left the engine running until they got the rig plugged into the house’s electrical system so the refrigerator and air-conditioner would keep running. “Well, here we are, loves.”
 	“Yeah, here we are,” Nevvie said from where she was getting Mikey out of his car seat.
 	“Dad,” Tyler said, “let’s go introduce you to Peggy.” He led Andrew out of the RV.
 	Nevvie looked at Tom. “Holy. Crap,” she said, keeping her voice low. “That was freaking scary.”
 	“Yeah, no shit.”
 	“You were the one who let him drive,” Nevvie scolded. “I was all for him not driving, if you’ll recall.”
 	“Yeah. I won’t forget that again.”
 	“Thank god we’re here for several days. I’ll need that long to recover from his driving.” She checked Mikey’s diaper, found he was okay, and slung him on her hip. “Well, let’s go.” They made their way up the steps.
 	“There’s Grandma’s other big boy!” Peggy said, smiling and reaching for him.
 	Nevvie kissed her before handing Mikey over. “Hi, Mom.”
 	“Hi, sugar. How you doing?”
 	“Tired,” she truthfully said. “But the past few months have been nice and quiet.”
 	“That thing sure is…big.”
 	“You know how Tyler is, Mom.”
 	“Overkill.”
 	“Yep.”
 	Tom leaned in to hug and kiss Peggy, too. “Hi, Momma.”
 	“Hello, son. You behaving yourself?”
 	He grinned. “Yes, Momma.”
 	Out of the corner of her eye, Nevvie caught a glimpse of Andrew looking back at Peggy as Tyler led him into the house. She noticed he wore an odd smile.
 	Tom followed Tyler and Andrew. Nevvie hung back with Peggy, who was trying to get Adam to let go of her legs so she could walk. “Andrew certainly seems like a very nice man,” Peggy said.
 	Nevvie fought to keep the grin off her face. “I think you and Dad will get along great,” Nevvie said. “He’s a sweetheart.” Duh! Why hadn’t she ever thought about that before, of introducing the two of them? Of course, this was the first time the two of them had met.
 	“I can’t believe how much he and Tyler look alike. I mean, you showed me the pictures and all, but I still can’t believe it.”
 	Nevvie nodded. “The first time I saw him it almost freaked me out.”
 	Peggy let Nevvie open the door for her. “I hope he enjoys himself while he’s here.”
 	“As long as Emily won’t be here, we’ll all enjoy ourselves.”
 	Peggy shook her head. “Not on your life. She won’t have anything to do with me, and her sisters have disowned her. She won’t set foot on my property. She might be my daughter, and I still love her, but I’m not ashamed to admit I still hate her guts right now.”
 	“How’s Clay?”
 	Peggy looked sad. “He’s working through things. The divorce, all that. He and the twins are getting along all right, of course. But he did love her. Lord knows how he put up with that daughter of mine as long as he did.” She set Mikey in the high chair she’d put at the kitchen table for him. Peggy lowered her voice. “I hope y’all don’t mind I invited Clay to dinner tonight.”
 	“No, not at all. Our problem is with Emily, not Clay.” Emily had caused them a lot of trouble over her opposition to their triad. Including calling the Florida Department of Children and Families on them and filing a false report in a misguided attempt to get the state of Florida to remove Adam from their home after he was born and place him with her or Peggy so she could attempt to get her brother away from Nevvie and Tyler.
 	The door flew open and Karen raced in. “Nevvie!” she squealed as she threw her arms around her in a bear hug.
 	Nevvie couldn’t help but laugh. “Hi, Karen. How are you?” Nevvie liked her remaining sisters-in-law, but she had the closest relationship with Karen.
 	“I’m doing great.” She let go of Nevvie and scooped Adam up. “And how’s my big guy?”
 	Adam threw his arms around Karen’s neck. “Hi, Aunt Karen!”
 	She leaned in and kissed Mikey on the head. “There’s the little guy. Geez, he’s getting huge!”
 	“Well, he’s thirteen months old now,” Nevvie said. “He’s already trying to walk.”
 	Karen sat down at the table with Adam in her lap. “Where’s Bill?” Peggy asked.
 	“He’s still at work. I took off early.”
 	“Is he going to make it for dinner tonight?”
 	“Absolutely.”
 	“So,” Nevvie said with a smile and mindful of the little pitcher with the ginormous ears sitting in Karen’s lap, “how are things with you and Bill?”
 	Karen smiled. “Going really good.” She was about to say more when Tyler led Andrew into the kitchen, with Tom bringing up the rear.
 	“There you are,” Tom said. He walked over for a kiss from his sister. Of all the sisters, Tom was closest to Karen.
 	“Hey, bro.” Nevvie didn’t miss how Karen’s eyes widened when she got a good look at Andrew. “Um, hello, Blue Eyes, Senior.”
 	Nevvie laughed. “Karen, remember, you have a boyfriend now.”
 	She sighed. “Yeah, I do. But his eyes are brown.”
 	“Karen,” Tyler said, “I’d like to introduce you to my father, Andrew Paulson. Dad, this is Tom’s sister, Karen.”
 	“Hello,” Andrew said. He walked over to shake hands with her.
 	Nevvie laughed again. “Dad, I guess I should explain that before she got a boyfriend of her own, she had a running joke with Tyler.”
 	“Ah.” He smiled. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of true love.”
 	Karen sighed again. “And he has that dreamy British voice. Nevvie, you get all the luck.”
 	“Well, I call him ‘Dad,’” Tom said. “Feel free to call him that, too.”
 	Karen’s face squicked up. “Aaaaand you just ruined my fantasy, bro. Now I’ll never be able to think like that about him or Tyler again.” She playfully swatted his arm.
 	Nevvie cleared her throat and glanced at Adam.
 	Karen’s face reddened. “Whoops.” She hugged Adam tightly. “You didn’t hear me say that, kiddo.”
 	The boy looked confused. “Hear what, Aunt Karen?”
 	The adults laughed. “Exactly,” Karen said.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Andrew insisted on helping out in the kitchen with dinner. In fact, Peggy and Andrew evicted everyone from the kitchen.
 	Nevvie leaned in to Karen and whispered, “What do you think about that?” She tipped her head toward the kitchen.
 	Karen grinned. “I think I’m thinking what you’re thinking.”
 	“You think?”
 	“How long you guys staying here again before you move on to Seattle?”
 	“Not long enough.” She glanced at Tyler, who was engaged in conversation with Tom and Adam, showing an old photo album to Adam. “I might just leave Tyler out there and let him fly home.”
 	Karen snickered. “Yeah, I was wondering why the hell he was allowed behind the wheel of that thing.”
 	“Not my choice, believe me.”
 	Other siblings and their spouses arrived. Clay, now divorced from eldest sister, Emily, and their twin son and daughter also arrived.
 	No one asked if Emily was going to come or not, because none of the others wanted her there. Nevvie could forgive a lot of things, but in the back of her mind she still blamed the stress Emily put them through as part of the reason Tyler had his heart attack, which in turn led to Tom having his motorcycle accident on the way to the hospital.
 	Peggy announced dinner was ready just as Karen’s boyfriend, Bill, arrived. When everyone was settled around the large formal dining room table, extended by a folding table and extra chairs, Karen cleared her throat.
 	“Before we dig in,” she said, “Bill and I would like to say something.” She held his hand and looked at him.
 	Nevvie instinctively knew what was coming as he stood, but managed to hold back her squee of joy. “Mrs. Kinsey—”
 	“Mom,” Peggy corrected.
 	He smiled. “Mom.” He looked next at Tom and then the other sisters. “Tom, everyone. I’ve asked Karen to marry me. And we’d like to know if we have your blessings.”
 	Nevvie felt the squee building inside her, ready to explode.
 	“Only if she said yes,” Peggy drawled, smiling.
 	“Oh, you bet I said yes, Momma,” Karen said.
 	“Then of course you have our blessings.”
 	Karen jumped up and ran to hug her mother. Nevvie, unable to stand it anymore, jumped up, unleashing her happy squee. As soon as Karen straightened, she gave Karen a bouncy bear hug.
 	“You fink!” Nevvie scolded. “You didn’t tell me!” She considered Karen her best friend.
 	Karen laughed. “I know, I wanted to, but I wanted to make sure Momma knew first.”
 	Bill also stood and got a hug from Peggy, then from Nevvie. By this time, everyone had stood to congratulate the lovebirds. After several minutes of hugs and happy tears, Peggy grabbed her tea spoon and clinked it against her glass.
 	“All right, kiddos. We’ve got a happy occasion to celebrate, so let’s sit down and eat before the food gets cold. And don’t forget, we’ve got red velvet cake and ice cream for dessert.”
 	Karen gave one last hug to Tom before they sat. “Will you give me away, bro?”
 	Nevvie didn’t miss the misty look in his eyes. “Of course I will,” he said, his voice suddenly sounding hoarse. “You’d better believe it.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie had looked forward to staying up late to talk with Karen and the others, but she caught herself yawning after helping wash and dry the dishes.
 	Tyler noticed. “Love, you’re knackered. Why don’t you go to bed.”
 	Peggy nodded. “You do look worn out, sweetie.”
 	“I think I will. Ty, can you guys take care of the boys?”
 	“Absolutely, love. Go to bed.”
 	After saying good-night to everyone, she headed to the bedroom they always used when staying there, Tom’s old bedroom that had its own bathroom. Tyler had originally suggested sleeping in the RV, but she nixed that idea.
 	At least a few more nights in a good bed. It wasn’t that the RV wasn’t comfortable, but they’d be spending enough time in it as it was.
 	She thought she might wake up when her men came to bed, but the next she knew, it was morning, and sunlight crept in through the blinds over the window. She found herself snuggled tightly against a sleeping Tom, but Tyler wasn’t in bed.
 	Being careful not to wake Tom, she used the bathroom and pulled on a robe. From all her years as a nurse, Peggy Kinsey was a habitually early riser. Nevvie smelled coffee brewing and the delicious aroma of something baking.
 	When Nevvie made it out to the kitchen, she found Tyler, Andrew, and Peggy gathered around the table there.
 	“Ah, good morning, love,” Tyler said. He stood to fix her a mug of coffee and handed it to her.
 	“Thanks. What time is it?”
 	“Nearly six thirty,” Peggy said.
 	Nevvie sat at the table with them. “What’s in the oven?”
 	“Andrew helped me make cinnamon rolls,” Peggy said.
 	Nevvie eyed the two of them over her mug, hoping her smile didn’t show through. “Smells delicious.”
 	“I told Peggy I’d be honored if she’d let me cook dinner for us tonight,” Andrew said. Tonight the crowd would be far smaller, with only Karen and Bill joining them for dinner.
 	“I’ll take you to the store,” Nevvie offered.
 	“I’ll do it, love,” Tyler said.
 	“Nope.” She reached over and poked him in the shoulder. “You are going to get some work done today,” she said. “I can take him shopping.”
 	After a few more back and forths, it was agreed Nevvie would drive Peggy and Andrew to the store.
 	“Please let that be coffee and cinnamon rolls I smell,” Tom said from the doorway.
 	Nevvie turned to look at him. “You okay?”
 	Tyler went to get him a mug of coffee while Tom sat at the table. “Just need to work the kinks out,” Tom said. “A little achy.”
 	“You look more than a little achy, son,” Peggy noted.
 	He shrugged and sipped at the mug Tyler brought him. “Not my best day.”
 	“Then I’ll stay here,” Peggy said. “I’ll take care of the boys while you get some rest and Tyler works.”
 	That finally settled, it was nearly two hours later by the time the boys were up and dressed, everyone had eaten breakfast, and both Nevvie and Andrew had showers and were ready to go.
 	Peggy handed the keys to her car to Nevvie. “Just take mine so you don’t have to unload yours,” she said.
 	“Thanks, Mom.” A few minutes later, she and Andrew were on the road heading toward the store.
 	He watched the unfamiliar Georgia landscape roll by. “Peggy is very nice,” he said.
 	Nevvie hoped she suppressed her grin. “She is. I love Mom.”
 	“So she’s completely accepting of your relationship with Tyler and Thomas?”
 	“Well, it raised her eyebrow at first, but yes, she accepted me with open arms. I don’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t been there that morning.” Well, there was a buzzkill thought to put a damper on her good mood. Had Peggy not been at their home when Tyler had his heart attack, he would have died. It was her efforts at CPR that kept him alive until the paramedics arrived.
 	“I’m sorry, Nev. I didn’t mean to dredge that up again.”
 	“No, it’s okay, Dad.” She took a deep breath and blew it out again. “So what are you making tonight?”
 	He consulted his shopping list, and by the time they arrived at the Publix close to Peggy’s house, Nevvie’s mood had brightened again. They found a parking space in the shade and once inside, she pushed the cart and helped Andrew locate the ingredients he needed.
 	They were almost finished, their last task debating frozen vegetable choices when Nevvie looked up and felt her heart nearly seize in her chest.
 	At the end of the aisle, pushing a cart toward them, was Tom’s eldest sister, Emily.
 	“Nev?” Andrew said. “Did you hear me?”
 	She couldn’t respond. In her throat she locked down on an angry yell that would no doubt have attracted the entire store.
 	He followed her gaze and spotted Emily. “What’s wrong?”
 	At this point, Emily had spotted them, too. At first she froze, then a scowl crossed her face. She straightened her body, holding her head high as she determinedly strode toward them.
 	Her destination was, apparently, the same case they were standing in front of.
 	“Excuse me,” she said, her tone as frosty as the selections before them.
 	“Cunt,” Nevvie growled.
 	Emily’s nostril’s flared. “Considering you’re the one standing here with a strange man, isn’t that like the whore calling the prostitute a slut? At least prostitutes do it for the mon—”
 	From somewhere, Andrew suddenly had both arms around Nevvie’s torso and was dragging her away from Emily. Nevvie struggled, screaming. “Let me at her! I’m going to bitch slap her into the middle of her next goddamn life!”
 	Emily smirked. “Well, well. Anger issues. Some mother you are.”
 	Nevvie howled with rage. Only the fact that Andrew had bodily lifted her off her feet and had dragged her behind their own cart kept her from getting close to Emily.
 	“Madame, I don’t know who the bloody hell you are,” he said, “but I suggest you shut your gob and make a hasty retreat before I’m forced to forget I’m a gentleman and I finish for my daughter what she’s so obviously impassioned about.”
 	“Let me go, Dad! I’ve been wanting a chance at this bitch for more than two fucking years!” Nevvie fought against his iron grip. She barely had time to register he was a lot stronger than he looked.
 	Emily’s eyebrows rose skyward as her face reddened. “Her father?”
 	He tightened his grip on Nevvie as she struggled. “Father-in-law, but the same—”
 	“Let me go!”
 	“Look, Nevvie,” she said, “I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry—”
 	“Sorry isn’t good enough, you fucking bitch! Tyler had a goddamned heart attack because of the fucking stress you put us through! He fucking died on my goddamn kitchen floor, in my arms! If it hadn’t been for Mom, we would have lost him!” She finally managed to break free of Andrew’s grip and shoved their cart across the aisle and out of her way. It bounced off the other side and rolled toward them again. Andrew tried to regain a hold on Nevvie to pull her back, but she cornered Emily against the glass door of the freezer case.
 	Nevvie didn’t care that several people had gathered at either end of the aisle, attracted by the noise.
 	“And then Tommy nearly died in a motorcycle wreck trying to get to Tyler, you fucking bitch,” Nevvie screamed, jamming a finger in her face. “Because of what you did, because you were so goddamned jealous that we were happy, you nearly cost both Tyler and your brother their lives! Are you fucking happy about that? Huh?”
 	Andrew caught her arm and dragged her back again, but Nevvie wasn’t finished and shook him off. “Well, guess we got the final laugh, didn’t we? We have two beautiful babies you will never lay eyes on, if I have my way. We’re happier now than we’ve ever been. And now we have Andrew and Mom and you have jack shit.” He made another grab for Nevvie.
 	Nevvie shook free once more. Emily stared at her, mouth gaping. Andrew grabbed Nevvie yet again, keeping her out of slapping distance. “Well, fucking guess what?” Nevvie screamed. “You have nothing. Nothing! Everyone says Clay looks happier now than he has in years since he’s fucking free of your goddamn self-righteous bullshit. And Danny and Elle? They’re over at the house with Mom and us every chance they get. The three of them were all at dinner last night where Karen and her fiancé announced their engagement. Something else you get to miss out on, because no one fucking wants you there!
 	“What were you doing last night, huh? Were you alone? I fucking hope you were alone and miserable last night, because let me tell you what, you have driven your family away and I think that’s the best victory of all!”
 	Nevvie gasped for breath as the last of her screams rolled out of her. She didn’t care that now a small crowd was watching as several men Nevvie assumed were managers made their way through the throng to them.
 	Emily didn’t respond. Her mouth flapped open and closed a few times as her face took on a deep reddish hue. Then she grabbed her cart and hurried toward the front of the store, rudely pushing her way through the crowd.
 	Andrew didn’t let go of Nevvie. “Steady, love,” he said.
 	She started crying and turned to him. He engulfed her in his embrace.
 	“Is everything okay?” one of the managers asked.
 	She felt him nod. He stroked her hair. “It’s all right, sir. Family squabble. That woman was the black sheep, as it were. She and Nevvie had some words, and she got Nevvie upset. It’s all right now. Everything’s fine.”
 	Nevvie sobbed against Andrew’s shoulder. “Shh, Nev,” he whispered in her ear. “It’s all right. I’ve got you. I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere. It’s going to be all right.”
 	She sobbed even harder, holding on to him, afraid to let go.

 


Chapter Four
	Tom stood from where he’d been sitting in a rocker on the front porch and walked down to meet them when they pulled into the yard. Andrew had confiscated the car keys and driven them home after they paid for their groceries.
 	Tom frowned. “What happened?”
 	She didn’t miss how Andrew vigorously shook his head, freezing when she looked his way. “It’s okay, Dad,” she softly said. She grabbed several grocery bags. “Go ahead and tell him.” She walked past them and into the house. No one was in the kitchen. She set the bags on the table and started unpacking them.
 	A few minutes later, Tom and Andrew entered the kitchen, both laden with groceries. They set the bags on the table. Peggy walked in as Tom pulled Nevvie to him. “Let’s go down to the pond, baby girl.”
 	She didn’t argue.
 	“What’s going on?” Peggy asked.
 	Andrew laid a staying hand on her arm.
 	Nevvie didn’t want to know what he told her. She docilely let Tom lead her out the back door and down to the pond. There, he sat on an old log and pulled her into his lap.
 	She broke down sobbing. “I wanted to beat the crap out of her,” she said. “If Dad hadn’t been there…”
 	He slowly rocked her in his arms. “If Dad hadn’t been there, we would’ve been bailing you out of jail.”
 	She opened her eyes and spotted his smirk. It coaxed a laugh out of her. “Yeah, I guess so.”
 	“Baby girl, she’s going to be who she’s going to be. I know it probably felt good to get it out of your system, but the bottom line is, unless you let go, she’s still got power over you. Look at how upset you are. This isn’t good for you.”
 	“How can you be so calm about this?”
 	He shrugged. “I guess because everything we went through taught me to let go of the stuff that I don’t need to hold on to. Do I wish she’d stepped up and been a better sister? Sure I do. But I can’t make her do that any more than she could make me give up Tyler or you.”
 	Tyler took that moment to hustle down the yard from the house. “Love, are you all right?”
 	The frantic look on his face started her giggling, although she didn’t know why. When he looked confused over her giggles, it made her giggle even harder, until the three of them were sitting on the log, laughing their asses off.
 	When Nevvie finally felt sane enough to speak again, she said, “I guess I’m still learning how to let go.”
 	“I know,” Tom said. “I can’t make you let go. It’s something you have to be able to do when you’re ready.”
 	“Aren’t you the Zen one, Thomas,” Tyler snarked.
 	“I’m just glad Dad was there to keep me out of jail.”
 	“So am I,” Tom said. He tucked a few stray hairs behind her ears. “You’re too pretty for prison.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	That night at dinner, although Nevvie knew Karen and Peggy had been filled in by Andrew what happened while they were in the kitchen cooking dinner together, no one brought it up at the table. The big topics of conversation were the RV trip and Karen’s upcoming nuptials.
 	“And you, big guy,” Karen said to Adam, “are going to be our ring bearer.”
 	Adam wrinkled his nose. “I have to dress like a bear?”
 	The adults all looked at him, confused. Tom was the first to figure it out and start laughing. “Adam, ring bearer, meaning you carry the rings. Not as in a bear.”
 	Nevvie made it through the rest of dinner and insisted on helping with the dishes. After Karen and Bill left, Nevvie got the kids put to bed and bid everyone good-night. She’d already crawled under the sheets when Tom and Tyler joined her.
 	Without a word, the two men undressed and slipped into bed on either side of her. Tyler pulled her to him while Tom pressed close behind her.
 	Despite being tired, she knew something would take her mind off the confrontation with Emily and practically assure her a good night’s sleep. She kissed Tyler and wiggled her rump against Tom. She felt Tom’s cock grow hard almost immediately.
 	Tyler reached between her legs. His fingers quickly found her clit. First pressing for entrance, spreading her labia, he slowly began tracing lazy circles around her swollen nub even as his tongue flicked against hers.
 	Tom reached around her and cupped his hand over her breast, rolling the nipple between his thumb and fingers. “You’re gonna be a good girl for us, aren’t you?” he murmured in her ear.
 	A flood of heat and moisture soaked her cunt. It didn’t escape Tyler’s notice. He slipped two fingers inside her, slicked them with her juices, and went back to teasing her throbbing clit.
 	“I’m sure she is,” Tyler whispered. “She’s our very good girl.”
 	Nevvie whimpered and spread her legs farther apart so Tyler could have better access. He wouldn’t be rushed. He took his time, building her passion up just to bring her back to a simmer several times.
 	Tom slid his other arm under her so he could reach her other breast and drive her level of erotic torment even higher. With her body stretched out along his, she ground her ass against him, enjoying the feel of his rigid cock sliding along the seam of her ass.
 	“Do you wish to come, love?” Tyler whispered.
 	“Yes! Please!”
 	“Look at me, love.”
 	She opened her eyes and stared into his sweet blue gaze. “Come for us now.” He pinched her clit, and when she opened her mouth to moan as her climax hit, he pressed his lips to hers, swallowing her cries. She rode his hand, rocking in time with his movements as he made her come a second time. When she fell back to catch her breath, she felt his hard cock slide deep inside her.
 	“My turn, love,” he murmured.
 	Tom nibbled on her earlobe as Tyler fucked her, hard and fast and without any further preamble.
 	She loved it.
 	When his body tensed and his cock grew harder inside her, she knew he was close. She tried to rock her hips with him, to help him, but Tom hooked a leg around hers and held her still. “He’s got it, baby girl. Just lay there and let him have fun.”
 	An erotic shiver washed through her. Out of nowhere, a third climax hit her from Tyler’s cock rubbing against her clit as he fucked her.
 	“Ah, there you go, my sweet angel,” Tyler said. He let out a low grunt and thrust home one last time before falling still deep inside her.
 	As she caught her breath, he kissed her throat. “That was delicious, love.”
 	“Move, buddy,” Tom scolded. “My turn. My dick feels like it’s going to explode.”
 	She stifled her laugh but felt herself rolled over to face Tom. He didn’t pause for a second, poking at the juncture between her thighs with his cock a couple of times before she finally reached down and helped him hit the right spot.
 	“Thanks, baby girl,” he grunted before he started fucking her. She thought she might be close to yet another orgasm of her own when she felt Tom’s start. “Goddamn,” he softly said. “You always feel so damn good, baby. So wet.”
 	“That’s because I was there first, Thomas,” Tyler playfully snarked.
 	“Shut up,” he shot back before his eyes fell closed and he took several last, hard thrusts inside her. “Ahh.”
 	Nevvie wiggled her hips against him. “More,” she joked.
 	“Ooh, is our sweet little slave still horny?” Tyler asked.
 	She nodded her head, her lower lip stuck out in a fake pout that didn’t fool either of them.
 	Tyler smacked Tom on the ass. “Move your rumpus. Let me in there.”
 	Tom laughed as he rolled off her. Tyler slid between her legs, kissing her belly first, then running his tongue down the entire length of her slit and back up again. “One more, love?” he asked.
 	“Mmhmm!”
 	Perhaps sensing how tired she was, he didn’t waste any time. He buried his face in her pussy and started flicking her clit with his tongue. Tom kissed her, muffling her cries of pleasure as she grabbed his hair and held on tight.
 	She should have known Tyler wouldn’t give up. Three orgasms later, she was frantically reaching down to tap him on the head and make him stop. When Tyler lifted his head, so did Tom. Both men wore nearly identical grins.
 	“Finished?” Tyler asked.
 	Closing her eyes, all she could do was nod.
 	“Then mission accomplished, I’d say, love.” She was asleep before Tyler even climbed back up the bed.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler wanted to stay on their schedule, although he’d acquiesced to them leaving a few hours later than he’d planned. They’d been at Peggy’s house a week, and while in some ways he didn’t want to leave, he knew the adventure before them was well worth it. Not to mention they would stop by on their return for yet another visit.
 	They had their farewell hugs and said their final good-byes before climbing into the RV once more. Nevvie and Tyler secured the children as Tom climbed behind the steering wheel.
 	“Thomas, are you sure you don’t want me to drive?” Tyler asked.
 	Nevvie shook her head. “Oh no you don’t, Evil Genius.” She pointed to the bedroom. “Get your tushy in there and get to work. That was the deal.”
 	“But I really don’t mind.”
 	“Son,” Andrew said, “I’ve seen her angry. I wouldn’t get her riled up.”
 	With a sigh, he nodded. “All right.”
 	Tyler walked to the back and closed himself in. He retrieved his laptop and started it. While he waited, he tried to make himself comfortable.
 	Who am I kidding? He wanted to drive to escape the fact that he still had nothing in the idea department. He’d made a good show of working while at Peggy’s, but the truth was, he hadn’t come up with any good ideas and wrote less than a thousand fresh words. In fact, he’d lost words, because in the process of editing what he’d already written, he’d cut nearly five hundred words from the manuscript.
 	Three days later, they were in Kansas City after a day-long stop in St. Louis to sightsee and give everyone a break. Adam had loved going up to the top of the Gateway Arch, but Tyler still felt somewhat isolated from his brood. They’d stopped for the night at an RV park just north of the city. Still an hour before dark and with dinner already eaten, Nevvie and Andrew took the kids to the playground while Tom lay down to go to bed early.
 	Tyler sat at the table with his laptop and stared at the screen. The blinking cursor mocked him, waiting for him to toss something onto the screen.
 	He closed his eyes. Please, please, please. I need an idea. Anything. He cast his imagination out for any golden nugget he could use. Unfortunately, his mind drifted. He looked at the table, were Adam had left several of the brochures from St. Louis.
 	At least he was having fun. He’d never forget the wonder on his son’s face as he looked out the observation windows at the top of the arch. “Daddy,” he said. “The people look like ants!”
 	Tyler froze, mind whirring. After a moment, he paged back through his manuscript, a smile slowly spreading across his face.
 	“Ants. Of course! He thinks of people as nothing more than ants!” His fingers raced across the keyboard. Jubilant, he had to fight to stifle his giggle. It wasn’t a lot, but it was a start in the right direction.
 	By the time everyone else had returned, he’d pecked out nearly a thousand words. Instead of going to bed, once the kids were settled and Andrew had the sleeper sofa set up, Tyler took his laptop up front and spread out in the passenger seat.
 	It was midnight when he looked up from his screen and realized he’d written over four thousand words.
 	With a yawn, he shut the computer down and silently made his way to bed.
 	I should have had faith.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler’s joy over the breakthrough was short-lived. The next evening, they were nearing Sioux Falls, South Dakota, where they would make the westward turn toward Rapid City. There, they would spend several days sightseeing and resting up. Mount Rushmore was at the top of the list. Adam had looked it up on the Internet and was eager to see the large monument up close.
 	Unfortunately, Tyler’s creative burst had fizzled out.

 


Chapter Five
	It was well past midnight when they pulled into the small town of Mitchell, South Dakota. They found an empty parking lot, cranked the generator, and went to sleep. The next morning, they found a gas station, grocery store, and got information on the area from the tourist welcome center.
 	Adam was immediately transfixed by a brochure touting the town’s main tourist draw. He flapped the brochure at her. “Momma, I want to see the Corn Palace! Please?”
 	Nevvie, Tom, and Tyler exchanged looks. Nevvie needed a break from the constant driving. Tom needed a break. And she wasn’t ready to ride with Tyler behind the wheel again.
 	“Okay, that sounds good. We can find a campground first and—”
 	“Oh, no, love,” Tyler interjected. “We can just drive to the Corn Palace in the RV and keep moving afterward. We’re only a few hours from Rapid City. We can spend a couple of days there and relax all we want. We have a schedule to keep to so we don’t miss our reservations in Yellowstone.”
 	She didn’t feel like arguing with him. When he was in this mode, he wanted to stick to his plan and expected everyone to do the same. “All right, Tyler. Fine.”
 	Tom stirred from the back bunk area and carefully made his way into the kitchenette. “Where are we?” He tried squinting out the windows.
 	“Beautiful downtown Mitchell, South Dakota,” Nevvie told him. “Home of the ‘World Famous Corn Palace.’” She held up the brochure.
 	He arched an eyebrow at her. “The what?”
 	“You heard me.” She handed him a cup of coffee.
 	“Corn Palace?” He glanced at Adam, who was sitting on Tyler’s lap. The two of them were perusing more tourist brochures. “That’s not a euphemism of some sort, is it?”
 	She smiled. “Not what you’re thinking, which is ‘rhymes-with-corn,’ but actual corn. C-O-R-N.”
 	“Ah.” He lowered his voice. “Any problem with me skipping this one?”
 	“You hurting?”
 	He nodded. “A little too much fun driving this land yacht.”
 	Tyler chose that moment to look up. He frowned. “Are you all right, love?” he asked Tom.
 	“I’m okay. I just need a little more rest and I’ll be ready to spell Nevvie behind the wheel today.”
 	Tyler rolled his eyes. “I am perfectly capable of driving, you know.”
 	Andrew, Nevvie, and Tom all said, “We know.”
 	He looked at them. “Are you all insinuating you don’t approve of me driving the RV?”
 	“No,” Nevvie quickly said to soothe his wounded ego. “It’s just that we know you have a lot of work to do and while we appreciate you wanting to take a turn, it’s not necessary.”
 	“She’s right, son,” Andrew quickly chimed in. “We wouldn’t want to take you away from your writing.”
 	Adam soon had Tyler distracted with the tourist brochures. The other three adults exchanged a knowing look and a collective relieved sigh.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie enjoyed taking Mikey and Adam through the Corn Palace. Adam was fascinated by it as well as the antique farm equipment on display. Mikey was still a little too young to appreciate it, but seemed to enjoy himself. Tyler and Andrew took turns reading information plaques to Adam. After a couple of hours, Nevvie was ready for lunch, as well as a break. Adam wanted one more turn around the souvenir floor. Mikey was ready for a new diaper.
 	“Tyler, I’m going to take him back.” She yawned. “I could use a nap, too.”
 	“I’ll go with you,” Andrew offered.
 	“Thanks, Dad.” She never got sick of the broad smile he gave her whenever she called him that. It was so cute.
 	“We’ll be along after a while,” Tyler said.
 	“Take your time, son.” Andrew took the diaper bag from her, and together they walked out to the parking lot, where the RV rig was parked at the far end. When they got there, Tom was just emerging from the back bunk. His hair looked disheveled from sleep.
 	“Hey.” Mikey reached for him and Tom smiled as he took him from Nevvie. “What’s up with you?” He wrinkled his nose at the baby. “Ah, I smell what’s up.”
 	Nevvie took the diaper bag from Andrew and handed it to Tom. “Yep. You smelled it right.” She laid her purse on the counter and plugged her phone into the charger since she’d forgotten to do so the night before. It was almost dead.
 	He laughed and headed toward the back again. “Come on, champ. I’ll get you cleaned up.”
 	Nevvie opened the fridge and realized they were out of cheese, as well as low in milk. “Darn. We need to hit a store.”
 	The RV door opened. Adam flew in, followed a few steps behind by Tyler. Adam held a large bag full of souvenirs. “Momma, look what I got!”
 	“That’s good, baby. Go show Poppa. He’s in back changing Mikey.”
 	“Okay!” He raced for the back of the RV. Tyler set down another bag full of souvenirs on the counter. “Anyone in the loo?”
 	She smiled. “All yours, hon.” She stepped out of his way as he headed for the door.
 	“Nevvie!” Tom called from the back. “I need some help. I’ve got a squirmer!”
 	Nevvie laughed again. “Coming.” She squeezed past Andrew and headed through the galley toward the back cabin.
 	“And bring another outfit for Mikey, please, hon.”
 	Andrew stopped her when she turned. “I’ll get it for you, Nev.”
 	“Everything all right out there, loves?” Tyler called out from the bathroom.
 	“It’s under control, Tyler. Finish your…business,” Nevvie said with a laugh.
 	“Well, I want us to depart as soon as I’m finished in here,” he called out to her.
 	“Sure, whatever.”
 	Nevvie found Tom trying to corral Mikey, who was determined he was going to crawl across the bed despite Tom needing to wipe him. “Need an extra hand?” Tom was having trouble, with his sore leg, maneuvering in the tight space.
 	“Yes, please.”
 	“Movie!” Adam chanted. “Movie movie movie!”
 	Tom took point. “What do you say, sport?”
 	He pouted. “Please, Poppa, can I watch a movie?”
 	Tom nodded. “Yes, you may.” Adam popped a DVD into the player, and soon they were all being subjugated to a cartoon.
 	Andrew appeared in the doorway, baby clothes in his hand. “Here you go.”
 	“Thanks, Dad,” Nevvie said, taking the clean outfit. Andrew even got things coordinated correctly. It was all Nevvie and Tyler could do to get Tom dressed in matching clothes, much less get him to pick out matching items for the kids.
 	With Nevvie’s help, Mikey was quickly corralled and changed. Adam started yawning.
 	“Hey, buddy,” Tom said, “why don’t you lie down here with me and your brother and take a quick nap before lunch?”
 	“Okay, Poppa.”
 	“Nev,” Andrew said, “I think there’s a store across the street. Would you like me to run over there before we leave?”
 	“Ooh, I’ll go with you. I could use a quick walk and we need a few other things.” She grabbed her wallet from her purse and quickly followed Andrew out the door toward the small shopping complex across from the Corn Palace.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler smiled as he listened to the commotion over changing Mikey. Life would get immensely easier once their youngest was potty trained. Peggy had told them Thomas had been equally challenging when a baby.
 	When he heard the movie start playing, he knew he had it made. Everyone would be piled in back watching with the kids. This would be the perfect opportunity for him to drive. He finished, washed his hands, and cast a quick glance at the closed bedroom door. Never mind, he’d get them on the road before Nevvie had a chance to want to stop somewhere. He spotted her purse and cell phone on the counter and smiled. She’d forgotten to charge her phone again. He laid his phone on the counter next to hers so he wouldn’t forget to charge it next.
 	He walked forward and slid behind the wheel. “All right, loves,” he called out, hoping they couldn’t hear him over the movie. “We’re heading out of here. Next stop, Rapid City!” He turned to look toward the back. “Hang on!” Before Nevvie could nix his plan, he put on his seat belt and cranked the engine. Carefully checking the mirrors, he shifted into gear and slowly pulled out of the parking lot.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie and Andrew browsed the small store. The shelves were stocked with the essentials, a mini-mart like any other in the country, in addition to selling all sorts of tourist souvenirs.
 	“Okay, I’ve got what I need.” She held up her basket.
 	“How are we on baby wipes?” Andrew asked.
 	“D’oh!” She smacked herself on the forehead. “You’re right, we’re running low.” She headed over to the baby section and found wipes. “Okay, now I’m ready.”
 	They waited in line behind several other tourists. Once they were checked out, Andrew grabbed the shopping bags. “Allow me, love.”
 	She smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”
 	They headed toward the front door. Nevvie’s attention was caught by a display of beautiful jewelry made locally by a Native American artisan. Then, she heard Andrew’s question, although she didn’t understand it at first.
 	“Nev, this might be a silly thing to ask, but where is the RV?”

 


Chapter Six
	Tyler didn’t have any trouble navigating through town or finding the interstate. Traffic was extremely light compared to what he was used to in Tampa, and he easily merged onto westbound I-90.
 	Beautiful weather, light traffic, and a fantastic trip. Although he worried what would happen when Nevvie confronted Mary, if she decided to follow through with it.
 	And he was surprised she hadn’t come forward to bless him out over taking the wheel. “Nev, love,” he called back, “would you be a dear and make me a sandwich when you get a chance?”
 	He didn’t hear any response.
 	Blast, they must have the TV turned up too loudly to hear me.
 	He yelled louder. “Nevvie, may I have lunch?”
 	Still no response. Well, never mind, I can wait a little.
 	He turned up the radio and drove with a smile on his face.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie stood on the sidewalk, sure she probably looked like a moron from the stunned expression on her face.
 	“What the hell?” She reached for her pocket, just to remember…
 	“Crap.” She closed her eyes and groaned.
 	“What?” Andrew asked.
 	“I left my cell phone in the RV.”
 	Andrew shook his head. “Mine’s in there, too.”
 	Nevvie remembered Tyler’s insistence that he would drive today. “Tyler was in the bathroom. He must not have realized we left.” She looked around and spotted a pay phone a block away. She stalked over to it. “I’m gonna kill him,” she grumbled.
 	Andrew followed her. “I wouldn’t blame you, dear.”
 	The pay phone worked, but when she sent a collect call to Tyler’s phone, his voice mail picked up. She tried Tom’s and received the same response.
 	She slammed the receiver back onto the hook. “Crap!” She took a deep breath to try to calm her anger. “Any suggestions?”
 	“I suppose we need to contact the authorities.”
 	“Terrific. I wonder how long this will take to make it to the Internet tabloids.”
 	They returned to the store. After the clerk stopped laughing, she called the local police. The dispatcher, apparently laughing also, told the clerk they’d send an officer as soon as possible.
 	Andrew placed a hand on Nevvie’s shoulder. “Steady, love. Don’t be cross with them.”
 	“I’m not. I’m pissed off at Tyler.”
 	They went outside to wait in the shade of the store’s front porch, where they sat on a bench. Nevvie stared at the street.
 	“How could he have not realized we weren’t there?” Andrew pondered.
 	“Well, Adam did turn the DVD player on. He probably thought we were in back with Tommy and the kids.”
 	They sat and people watched for a few minutes when Andrew broke the easy silence. “Nev, may I confide in you?”
 	This sounded big. “Sure you can.”
 	His face turned a little pink. “Do you think Peggy would be offended if I asked her out to dinner when we stop by on our way home?”
 	A broad smile creased Nevvie’s face. “No, I don’t think she’d be offended in the least. In fact, I think she would love for you to ask her out.”
 	Andrew’s gaze dropped to the ground. “It’s been a long while since I’ve met someone I really wanted to get to know better like her.” He gasped, then looked at her again. “Do you think it would upset Tom? I don’t want to do anything to hurt his feelings.”
 	Nevvie couldn’t hold back the laughter. “No, Dad, I’m sure Tommy would be fine with it.” She hugged him. “We’d all be fine with it.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 
 	Tyler lost track of time as he drove. The nice thing about being a writer was he could work while he drove, using the time to plot out his next book in his head. Which was a lot more work than he’d done in reality.
 	The idea he’d gotten in Kansas City hadn’t solved all his problems with the plot. Now if he could just work out the rest of the kinks, maybe he could get the book turned in on time.
 	When he glanced at the clock on the dash, he realized it’d been thirty minutes since they’d hit the interstate and he had yet to see Nevvie. Usually, she would wait until the kids were engrossed in a movie and then join Tom up front while he drove.
 	He fought the urge to pout over that. She must be tired. Perhaps she’s napping. She did mention she wanted one. He turned down the radio. “Nevvie,” he called out, “I really am feeling a bit peckish. Could I trouble you for a sandwich and a bottle of water?”
 	He felt his irritation grow when he called for her again, and then a third time and still no response. He was about to really raise the roof when he heard the door to the bedroom open. Thomas stumbled out, holding on to the galley counter as he made his way up front where he finally dropped into the passenger seat. He looked like he’d just woke up. His hair was disheveled.
 	“Ty, what in hell are you hollering about out here?”
 	“Well, I’ve called out for Nevvie to see if I could get a sandwich and she’s ignoring me. Is she really that cross over me driving?” Tyler glanced at Thomas and didn’t understand the odd look on his face. “Thomas, what’s wrong?”
 	He did look a bit more awake now. “Ty, I’m gonna ask you what might seem to be a really stupid question, but I want an answer anyway, okay?”
 	“Of course, love. What is it?”
 	Thomas arched an eyebrow. “Where the hell are Nevvie and Dad?”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie gave the police officer credit. He tried not to laugh. The South Dakota trooper who he called in, however, made no such attempt.
 	When Captain Delaney finished laughing, he placed a call on the radio to bolo the RV. Then, with a smile, he opened the back door of his cruiser. “Sorry I have to put you back there, folks, but they probably didn’t get too far ahead of us. Watch your head, ma’am.”
 	“I’m gonna kill Tyler,” Nevvie muttered again as she climbed in.
 	Andrew joined her in the back on the uncomfortable hard plastic seat meant for suspects. Captain Delaney got behind the wheel and glanced in his rearview mirror. “I’m sorry I laughed, but believe me, you’re not the first person left behind by someone on accident. Although I will admit I’ve never seen two people left behind before.”
 	“I guarantee you, officer, it’ll be the last time he leaves us behind,” Nevvie assured him.
 	The trooper laughed as he started the cruiser. “I’m sure it will be. Frankly, I don’t envy him.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Shock engulfed Tyler’s face. “What are you talking about?”
 	Tom forced himself to maintain a calm tone. “Eyes on the road. Your dad and Nevvie. Please tell me you know something I don’t know.”
 	“Don’t be ridiculous! They’re in back with you.” Now Tyler looked unsure. “Aren’t they?”
 	Tom shook his head. “I said eyes on the damn road, Ty. Nevvie and Dad were going to go get a couple of things from the store across the street in Mitchell. I went back to sleep.”
 	“What? But her purse and cell phone are on the counter.”
 	Tom got up and made his way back to where her purse and cell phone sat on the galley counter. “Her wallet is gone.” He checked Tyler’s phone. “Fantastic. Missed calls.” He played the voice mail and there was no mistaking the anger in Nevvie’s voice. He tried calling the number on the caller ID, but didn’t get an answer.
 	He returned to the passenger seat. “Okay, the next exit you see, pull over. We have to go back.”
 	“The next one’s not for at least another ten miles!” Tom heard the panic starting to creep into Tyler’s voice. “I should try to find a turn-through—”
 	“Don’t you dare,” Tom ordered. “This thing can’t go off-roading. Especially with the toad. You’ll flip it or get us stuck.” He looked at the shoulder. “There’s not enough room to pull over so I can off-load the car, either. Barely enough room for an emergency stop. Next place you see where you can pull off—safely—do it. I’ll take the car and go back.” He got up. “The boys are asleep. I’ll get my wallet and shoes.”
 	He found his phone, where he’d had it on silent in back. Sure enough, a missed call and a new voice mail.
 	She’s going to kill Tyler. He scrubbed his face with his hand. I just hope she doesn’t kill me, too.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	“So where y’all from again?” the trooper asked.
 	“Florida,” Nevvie said. “Well, Dad here is from London, but he’s over here and on vacation with us.”
 	“Family vacation, huh?”
 	“Yes,” Nevvie said. “Working vacation. We’re on our way to Seattle after we hit Yellowstone. My husband is an author. He’s appearing at a book fair there. He’s their keynote speaker.”
 	“Ah. Wait, you mean Tyler Paulson the author?”
 	Nevvie closed her eyes and took a deep breath before opening them to answer again. Law enforcement still made her a little nervous because of her past history. She also wasn’t sure how much this guy knew about their personal lives. It was no secret to the public that Tyler had a husband and a wife, but it wasn’t something they went around rubbing in people’s faces, either.
 	“Yes, that’s him.”
 	Captain Delaney’s gaze met hers in the rearview mirror. “That’s neat. My husband and wife got me reading his stuff. They both love him and insisted I read his books. Maybe if you have time on your way back, you can stop by Mitchell again. They’d love to meet him. You all can have dinner with us, park your rig in our yard for a night or two if you want to rest up. I mean that as a serious offer, too.”
 	Nevvie didn’t know whether to laugh or cry with relief. “I’m sure we can arrange that, officer. That would be very nice.”
 	The man smiled. “Just call me Del.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom watched Tyler anxiously crane his neck as he looked for a suitable place to pull over. “Tyler, forget it,” he told him. “I don’t want you risking our safety over this. Just wait.”
 	“I can’t believe I left them behind. She’s going to bloody kill me!”
 	“Probably. Do you blame her?” Of all the harebrained things for Tyler to do, this had to top the list.
 	“I just wanted to take some of the stress off her. Do some of the driving for her. This isn’t what I planned.”
 	“Yeah, so how’s that working for you?” He did feel bad for Tyler. It was obvious from the look on his face that he felt horrible. Hopefully he could talk Nevvie out of whatever rage this would set her off on. Not that he’d blame her, because had Tyler left him behind, he’d feel pretty pissed off, too.
 	“This was supposed to be our dream vacation,” Tyler said. “I can’t believe I did this.”
 	“You need to lighten up, Ty. We don’t need you driving. Nev and I can handle it just fine. Seriously. You are supposed to be working anyway.”
 	“I doubt she’ll let me anywhere near the steering wheel once we get her back.”
 	“I think you’re right about that.”
 	They drove on in silence for a few minutes when Tyler swore.
 	“What?” Tom asked.
 	“I’m being pulled over. There’s a trooper behind us with his lights on.”
 	Tom wanted to swear, too. “Were you speeding?”
 	“Not really. Maybe a couple of miles over the limit. I was trying to hurry.”
 	“Only you could get pulled over for speeding in the middle of freaking nowhere in an RV, Ty.”
 	There was still barely enough shoulder for Tyler to safely pull off on. A regular car, sure, even a semitruck with an experienced driver behind the wheel. But not this top-heavy land yacht, with the toad, and a frantic Tyler driving.
 	“Slow down and put your emergency blinkers on so he knows you see him back there,” Tom said. He spotted an overpass about a mile ahead of them. Usually they had more room along the shoulder. “Pull over at that overpass.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Del’s radio went off, paging him. He responded. A fellow trooper reported, “Del, I think I just saw your BOLO going westbound. I’m in the middle of a traffic stop. Do you want me to pursue?”
 	“No, I’ll get them. It’s not an emergency. Where are you?”
 	“Just west of White Lake. Eastbound lane.”
 	“Roger. Unit Eighteen out.” He hung up the mic and flipped on his lights and siren as he sped up. “He’s only about five minutes ahead of us,” he told Nevvie and Andrew.
 	“Thank god,” Nevvie said.
 	Sure enough, it didn’t take long for them to catch up. “Why isn’t he pulling over?” Andrew wondered aloud.
 	“He’s probably scared to,” Nevvie said. “Afraid I’ll kill him. Which I will.”
 	Del laughed. “No, more like he can’t.” He pointed at the shoulder. “He probably thinks he doesn’t have enough shoulder here to safely pull over. They’re widening I-90 and improving things, but they haven’t made it this far, yet.” He pointed at an overpass ahead of them. “He’ll probably pull over there.”
 	“Can I claim justifiable homicide?” Nevvie snarked.
 	Del laughed. “I would.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom breathed a sigh of relief when they slowed as they neared the overpass. Sure enough, there was a slightly wider shoulder there, so Tyler could pull over. Tyler put the RV in park and headed for the door.
 	Tom reached out a hand. “You sure you want to go out there?”
 	“What?”
 	“Dude, that’s probably Nevvie and Dad getting out of the backseat. Lucky for you, she’s not armed.”
 	Tom opened the door as the trooper stepped up to it. “Are you Mr. Paulson?” he asked.
 	Tom laughed. “No, thank god.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s in there. How pissed off is she?”
 	Nevvie stormed up, followed by Andrew, who carried the shopping bags. “I left pissed off about twenty minutes ago,” she said. “The only reason I’m not homicidal is because I have a law enforcement officer as a witness. Tyler! Get your ass out here!”
 	Tyler nervously stuck his head out of the door. “Love, I’m so—”
 	“Don’t you ‘love’ me, you son of a bitch! What the hell did you think you were doing?”
 	“I’m sorry, Nevvie. Truly I am!”
 	The trooper looked amused. “I’m guessing no real murder is going to occur?”
 	“No,” Nevvie said. “I won’t kill him. But he’s gonna wish I had by the time I get done with him.”
 	Tom tried not to laugh, knowing it would only piss her off more. Boy, wet-cat-mad didn’t even come close to describing her mood. Poor Tyler would be lucky if she let him near her for a week or more. “Baby girl, he feels really bad about it.”
 	“He’ll feel worse before I’m done with him!”
 	The trooper laughed as he scribbled a phone number on a business card and handed it to Nevvie. “Seriously, if you make it back our way, the offer for dinner is good. We have enough room you can park in our yard for a couple of days and hook up to electric, grab showers, whatever.”
 	Nevvie took the business card. Her expression softened. “Thank you, Del. We really appreciate it. It’ll be a couple of weeks though. We’re going to tour Yellowstone before we head to Seattle for the book fair and then come back.”
 	“No problem. Looking forward to it.” He tipped his hat to the men and Nevvie. “Have a safe trip, folks.”
 	Nevvie shoved her way past Tyler and stormed into the RV. Andrew followed, a barely contained smile on his face. He went straight to the fridge to put the groceries away. Tyler followed Nevvie as she headed for the back to check on the boys, profusely apologizing to her the whole time.
 	“Nevvie, darling, I’m sor—”
 	She held up a hand, cutting him off. “Stop. Right now. Do not speak to me when I’m in this mood.”
 	Tom closed the side door and headed for the driver’s seat. “Ty, seriously? I would leave her alone and let her cool off. He looked at Andrew. “How mad is she, Dad?”
 	Andrew smiled and glanced back to where Nevvie had disappeared into the bedroom. “I dare say she will take a few stripes out of Tyler’s flesh, perhaps more than just metaphorically, before her ire has run its course.”
 	“How long do you think that will take?” Tyler asked him.
 	Andrew snorted. “Maybe by the next ice age, son. If you’re lucky.”

 


Chapter Seven
	Nevvie was relieved to find both boys sound asleep in bed and the movie still running. She collapsed next to them and took a deep breath.
 	No, Tyler hadn’t meant to take off without them. She knew that. But the fact that he had still infuriated her beyond reason. He was so eager to do things that he didn’t always stop to think about the full repercussions.
 	Thank god it hadn’t taken long to catch up.
 	She felt the RV being shifted into gear and start moving again. Before she could get up, she heard a light tap at the door.
 	“Come in.” She’d have to have it out with Tyler sooner or later.
 	With more than a little relief she saw it was Andrew. He stepped in and closed the door behind him before sitting down on the bunk, the kids between them.
 	“Are you all right?”
 	“I’ll live.” She thought about it for a moment. “And so will Tyler.” She sighed. “I promise I won’t kill him. Much. He’s not driving, is he? Please, tell me he’s not driving.”
 	“No, Tom’s behind the wheel. Tyler does feel horrible about what happened.”
 	“I know.” She closed her eyes again. “I think maybe I’m going to cancel the stop in Sheridan to see Mary.”
 	“May I ask why?”
 	She shrugged without opening her eyes. “We’ve already had enough stress. I damn well don’t need any more.”
 	When he didn’t speak, she finally looked at him. “Please, Dad. Just say whatever’s on your mind.”
 	“Well, I’m not trying to tell you how to run your life.”
 	“Just give me your opinion. It’s all right. I’m asking for it.”
 	“I think it’s something that’s been bothering you for quite a few years. Perhaps finally having the closure would be a good thing for you. Painful, possibly. Maybe even very likely. But it would finally allow you to work through it once and for all and move on.”
 	“You’re spooky, Dad.” She reached across the sleeping boys and grabbed his hand, giving it a squeeze. “And I think maybe you’re right.” She had a thought. “Would you go with me?”
 	“You don’t want Tyler and Tom to go?”
 	“It’s not that I don’t want them to go, but I think I’d rather have you go with me.”
 	“Of course, love. I’d be happy to go with you. May I ask why?”
 	She tried to gather her thoughts before she spoke. “They’re protective. Not that you aren’t, but I’m going to be nervous enough as it is. I don’t need their righteous indignation on my behalf tossed into the mix. Does that make sense?”
 	He nodded. “That makes perfect sense.”
 	Nevvie fought the urge to drift off to sleep despite her previous desire for a nap. The comforting sway of the RV trundling down I-90 relaxed her after the morning’s excitement. Then Andrew spoke again.
 	“I’m truly honored that you trust me enough to go with you.”
 	She squeezed his hand again. “You’re my dad. Why wouldn’t I trust you?” She scowled. “Unlike what Mary did to me. You do remind me some of my dad. I miss him so much.”
 	“I’m flattered. I think of you as a daughter.”
 	They lay there watching the movie for a little while longer when Andrew spoke. “How long until you start speaking to Tyler again?”
 	She snorted. “A while. At least until dinner.”
 	“Understood.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They made it to Wall, South Dakota, without further incident. Tom found them a place to park. Nevvie was happy that Tyler volunteered to take the kids through the Wall Drug compound into the center courtyard where the fountain and other child distractions were located. It allowed her some peaceful time with Tom and Andrew. They would all meet up in an hour to eat, so Nevvie could enjoy child-free browsing time as the three of them wandered the various sections of the large establishment.
 	Andrew leaned in close to Nevvie. “Mind if I ask you a question?”
 	“Sure, shoot.”
 	He nodded toward a large group of men and women in motorcycle gear. “I’ve noticed a rather large number of motorcycle riders around. Are we sure this is a safe place to be?”
 	Nevvie hadn’t noticed, but now that Andrew had brought it to her attention, she looked around. She wasn’t concerned, although she could understand why Andrew might feel nervous since he had little experience around bikers. Most of the bikers were her age or older, not exactly criminal elements.
 	“Sturgis,” Tom said with a smile.
 	“It’s too early for Sturgis,” Nevvie countered.
 	He shrugged. “Probably another bike meet. Maybe a rally or something.”
 	“Oh,” Nevvie said. “Ooh! We’ll drive right by there, won’t we? I wish we had the bike. Can we stop in Sturgis and sightsee?” Then she smiled at the confusion on Andrew’s face. “Sturgis is like Mecca for bikers. There’s even a huge bike festival held out here every year. Don’t worry, Dad. Most of the people you see are like Tommy and me. Nothing to be scared of.”
 	“Unless they ride a bike like Tyler does,” Tom snarked.
 	Nevvie laughed and gently swatted him. “Be nice. Hey, give him credit for trying and getting his license.”
 	“Oh, I give him credit for not killing himself or you in the process, baby girl. Believe me.”
 	Nevvie picked up several books on the Badlands, Black Hills, and surrounding area. Tyler’s plans included spending several days in a Rapid City RV park, and using the Pilot to explore before they continued on to Yellowstone. Tom made several trips to the RV and back to ferry her purchases.
 	Adam came running up while she was perusing a jewelry display. “Mommy! Look what Daddy got me!”
 	He held up a mounted jackalope head. Tyler walked up to her, looking sheepish, with Mikey in his arms. “He fell in love with it, darling. I couldn’t resist.”
 	The fake animal, a legendary cross between a jack rabbit and an antelope, creeped her out. She didn’t mind the stuffed animal versions, but this one, apparently created from either a real or realistic-looking rabbit’s head and deer antlers, unsettled her.
 	“Um, okay.”
 	Tom had just returned from another trip to the RV. “I just—holy crud, what the heck is that?”
 	“Look, Tommy,” Nevvie said, struggling to keep her voice steady. “Tyler bought Adam a jackalope head.”
 	“Do you like it, Poppa?” Adam asked.
 	Tom tried, and failed, to contain his laughter. “Let’s go take it to the RV, sport.” He reached for another bag Tyler carried. “Boy,” he said low enough Adam couldn’t hear him, but Nevvie did. “You just don’t know how to stay out of the doghouse, do you?”
 	Nevvie rolled her eyes. “No, he doesn’t.” She reached for Mikey, then immediately passed him over to Tom while making a face. “Oh, wow. Please change him while you’re at it.”
 	“That’s where we were headed,” Tyler explained.
 	Tom grinned. “I’ll do it, Ty. You stay here and suck up to her.”
 	“I’ll go with you and help,” Andrew volunteered, taking the shopping bag from Tom.
 	“Let’s meet in the dining room in fifteen minutes,” Nevvie said.
 	The men took off with the kids. Tyler pulled her to him and hugged her. “Forgive me yet, love?”
 	“Not yet,” she grumbled. “I’m still pretty ticked off at you. And a taxidermied jackalope head? Really? Really, Tyler?”
 	“I understand. I really am sorry.”
 	She let out a sigh. “I know you are.” She poked him in the side. “No more driving for you. Understand?”
 	“Not even the car?”
 	She thought about it. “Maybe. As long as you don’t drive us off a cliff or something.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They arrived in Rapid City late in the day and found the campground where Tyler had made their reservations. Once they were parked and settled, with the RV hooked up and the SUV and trailer unloaded, they all went out to eat. As they sat around and talked during dessert, Adam climbed into Tyler’s lap with one of their travel guides and started reading it out loud to Mikey, who sat in a high chair between Tyler and Tom. Nevvie smiled as she watched Mikey’s wide-eyed wonderment over his older brother’s attention. It wouldn’t be long before Mikey was trying to keep up with Adam.
 	Not long before both her babies would be in school.
 	She fought back against the tears wanting to start. That happened a lot lately, she noticed. As her confrontation with Mary drew nearer, Nevvie couldn’t help the what-if thoughts that charged through her mind.
 	Kyle and Jacob, the two little half brothers she didn’t know, but who had followed her around in an adoring way that even at her age she had thought was cute.
 	The little brothers she’d loved despite who their father was.
 	“Is that okay with you, Mommy?” Adam asked.
 	“Hmm? Sorry, what, baby?”
 	The little boy grinned. “Mount Rushmore tomorrow?”
 	He was so precocious it was sometimes scary. “Sure, baby. That’s fine.”
 	He let out a yawn, mirrored by baby Mikey.
 	“Time for bed,” she announced. They paid their bill and made their way back to the RV. Tom and Tyler took over getting the kids ready for bed while Nevvie collapsed in the rear bunk. She was already dozing when Tom walked in, closing the door behind him.
 	“Tyler wants to know if he’s allowed to sleep in here tonight, or if he needs to spread out on the floor.”
 	“Who says I’m letting him sleep inside the RV tonight? Maybe he should sleep on the roof.” She tried to look stern, then ended up snorting in amusement. “I suppose he can sleep in here.” Who was she kidding? She was already over her anger at him.
 	Mostly.
 	Tom smiled and went out to get him. They both returned a few minutes later, Tyler still looking sheepish. The men undressed and crawled into bed on either side of her. She snuggled close to Tom, giving Tyler the cold shoulder.
 	“Love,” Tyler said, “I’m really, truly sorry.”
 	“I know, Ty,” she mumbled against Tom’s shoulder. “You said that.”
 	She felt him snuggle close behind her, his body pressed against hers. “Do you forgive me?”
 	“Yes. Doesn’t mean I’m not still aggravated at you. And don’t think you can schmooze your way out of this one, either.”
 	He kissed the back of her neck. “Yes, dear.”
 	Tom laughed. “See? Who says he doesn’t listen?”
 	“I think perhaps I do know what you would like, however.” He kissed his way down her back. When he reached her ass, he nuzzled in, pushing her legs apart and draping her thigh over his shoulders. His tongue rimmed her, circling her rosebud and making her gasp as her eyes dropped shut from the delicious sensation.
 	“Ooh, there you go,” Tom said. “That’s working.” He untangled himself from her and joined Tyler at her pussy. While Tyler continued doing delicious things to her ass with his tongue, Tom sucked on her clit. One of them buried a couple of fingers in her pussy and she had to grab one of the pillows and bite down on it to scream her orgasm out without being heard.
 	She tried to get away, but the men held her in place, lying on her side with one leg resting on them as they continued lapping and slurping her juices. They each reached up an arm, found her breasts, and began tweaking her nipples. As she thrashed her head from side to side, lips clamped closed to hold back her impassioned cries, wave after wave of pleasure assaulted her until she begged them to stop.
 	Both men sat up, grinning. “I think we wore her out, Thomas,” Tyler proudly said.
 	“Nope. Not yet.” He retrieved a bottle of lube and a condom and handed them to Tyler, along with a towel. “This’ll wear her out.”
 	Aftershocks from her last orgasm still shivered through her body when Tom lay down and pulled her on top of him. He grabbed her hips and thrust up, impaling her. “Lay there and enjoy it, sweetheart.”
 	She weakly nodded and rested her head on his chest. She did enjoy it like this. This was way more fun than being aggravated at Tyler. She didn’t know if they’d be able to coax another orgasm out of her, but she was game to let them try.
 	With his oral attention, it didn’t take Tyler long to prepare her ass for fucking. He slipped on the condom and slid home, all three of them trying to stifle pleasured groans at the sensation of their triad being fully complete.
 	“Fuck me, boys,” she whispered. “Fuck me hard.”
 	Tyler placed his hands over Tom’s on her hips. “Your wish, love.” He started fucking her ass, every stroke driving her swollen, sensitive clit against Tom’s pubic bone.
 	She buried her face against Tom’s shoulder and moaned.
 	“That’s it, baby girl,” he whispered in her ear. “Let Tyler fuck your ass and make you come for us.”
 	The feeling of both hard cocks filling her sent her over the edge. As the walls of her cunt greedily sucked at both cocks, she felt Tom start moving under her, too, trying to catch up.
 	“I’m almost there, Thomas,” Tyler said.
 	“So am I.”
 	One final orgasm hit her as the feeling of both cocks swelling and pumping inside her drove her over the edge. She limply sprawled across Tom’s chest, completely spent and unable to move.
 	She winced only a little when Tyler pulled out. Before Tom would let her move, she felt Tyler cleaning her up with a wipe. Then he gently patted her on the ass. “All done, love.”
 	She rolled off Tom. Tyler finished cleaning himself up with a wipe and rejoined them. “Am I forgiven, then?” he asked.
 	She laughed and nodded, too tired to speak. Instead, she turned her head toward him and nuzzled his shoulder.
 	He kissed her forehead. “Sleep well, love.”

 


Chapter Eight
	The next morning dawned comfortably cool and clear. Nevvie awoke before anyone else and started coffee. It was already full daylight, even though only six in the morning.
 	This will take some getting used to.
 	She took her coffee outside and sat at a picnic table next to their spot. She heard a few people up and about in the park, but for the most part, everything sounded quiet and peaceful.
 	She relished every second of it.
 	With her hands cupped around her mug, she closed her eyes and slowly sipped the steaming brew, savoring her relative solitude. I love my family.
 	It was a mantra she kept repeating to herself to get her through this ordeal. And hopefully one that would keep her from committing homicide and killing Tyler before they returned to Florida. Not normally a person who required great amounts of alone time, not the way Tyler needed it for his work, she still found herself nearing her wit’s end with the whole group of them.
 	I never should have agreed to this.
 	The sound of a door closing made her open her eyes. With relief, she noted it was someone exiting an RV across the way.
 	Why did I agree to this? I don’t want to talk to her. Do I?
 	In the clear light of day, her mental pendulum of uncertainty had once again swung the other way. Bob could get the answers she wanted about her health history. Nothing Mary said to her would change the past or what had happened. It also wouldn’t change who she now was, or change her family in the slightest.
 	The memories of her two half brothers sitting on her bed, crying while she packed, came back to her once again. Was it fair to her sons not to reach out to them, at least? See if they were men worth having in her sons’ lives as uncles?
 	The sound of another door opening caught her attention. This time, it did belong to her RV. Andrew carefully stepped out and softly closed the door behind him, a cup of coffee in his hand. He smiled as he walked over.
 	“Mind if I join you, dear?”
 	“Not at all, Dad.”
 	He settled himself across the table from her. “I’ve never been anywhere quite like this before. I feel like I’ve lived my life in a rather small bubble.”
 	“It’s definitely a big country.”
 	He looked like he wanted to say something else, but she waited him out. Finally, after a few minutes of quiet, he spoke. “No one will blame you if you wish to cancel your talk with Mary,” he softly said. “This trip is about far more than just that.”
 	She let out a sharp laugh, clapping her hand over her mouth to cut the sound off. Lowering her voice, she said, “You’re spooky, Dad. Just like Tyler.”
 	“Well, with the thundering horde still asleep in there,” he said as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder and pointed to their RV, “and after yesterday’s events, it wasn’t difficult to guess what’s occupying your thoughts right now.”
 	Nevvie stared into her mug. It held no answers. “I keep going back and forth. I guess that’s why Ty scheduled it for after the book fair, to give me time to make up my mind. And it doesn’t mess with our schedule if I decide not to.”
 	“The boys only want to see you happy, dear.”
 	“The big ones or little ones?”
 	He smirked. “The big ones. Although I’m sure the little ones want their mummy to be happy.” He reached across the table and patted her hand. “I suggest not thinking about it anymore, if at all possible. Wait to make a decision until the time comes. Enjoy this trip and your children.”
 	“The big ones or the little ones?” she asked, again with a smile. “Sometimes, keeping track of Ty and Tommy is like having two extra sons.”
 	He laughed. “All four of them, then.” His expression turned somber. “I do hope my presence hasn’t been a bother.”
 	His comment startled her. “No!” She stood, rounded the bench, and leaned in to hug him. “You’ve helped keep me sane, Dad. You kept me from beating the snot out of Emily. And you kept me from killing Ty yesterday.”
 	He patted her on the back. “Yes, I was rather proud of your restraint, Nev.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Three days in Rapid City didn’t seem like long enough to Nevvie once she started perusing the tourist brochures of the area. She made sure to grab local maps and anything of interest in case Tyler wanted to refer to it later for research.
 	They also saw their first bison of the trip when driving through Custer State Park after they’d toured Mount Rushmore. Adam pressed his face to the window, enthralled by the site of the huge, shaggy animal standing just feet away from the edge of the road.
 	“Mommy, can we get out and pet it?”
 	“No!” all the adults said in unison.
 	Nevvie, sitting in the very back with Mikey strapped in next to her in his car seat, took over. “Honey, they’re wild animals. They’re dangerous. Never, ever get close to a wild animal. And look at it, it’s nearly as big as this car.” She reached over the seat and handed Andrew the inexpensive digital camera she’d bought for Adam to use. “Here, honey. Take pictures with this. Grandpa will show you.”
 	Andrew looked at it. “Someone needs to show Grandpa how to use it.”
 	Adam took the camera. “Here. Like this.” The little boy eagerly started snapping away. Tyler, who was driving, caught her eye in the rearview mirror and smiled.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	On the fourth morning in Rapid City, Nevvie helped Tom prepare the RV to leave the campground after breakfast. They would spend the next two days meandering west to get to Yellowstone. While there were several important sites and landmarks between Rapid City and Yellowstone, they would stop on the way back, when they weren’t on Tyler’s strict timetable.
 	They did, however, have time to stop in Sturgis for lunch, something Nevvie and Tom both insisted in doing. While not the large annual festival, there was a smaller bike show going on that weekend, and they wanted to see it.
 	Tyler had never been to a bike show before. While he personally didn’t enjoy riding, even though he’d gotten his license at Nevvie’s request, he certainly could appreciate the seemingly endless parade of motorcycles in various styles and colors.
 	Nevvie and Tom had strolled on ahead to engage in conversation with a couple who owned a pair of beautiful Harleys. Tyler had volunteered to carry Mikey in the baby backpack and had stopped to browse art prints at a vendor’s tent.
 	Then Tyler realized with alarm that Adam was no longer walking by his side.
 	Startled, he turned, immediately relieved to see that Adam, with Andrew following close behind, had stopped at a small tent bearing a hand-lettered sign.
 	Free Puppies
 	Oh, lovely. Tyler groaned. A little girl not much older than Adam was holding one of the puppies while talking to Adam. Just behind her, several more puppies wiggled and squirmed inside a pen. No sign of other adults around the child. Tyler hoped the little girl’s parents were at least within visual range of their daughter.
 	Tyler hurried up just as Adam took the puppy from her. Tyler tried to keep his voice calm and friendly. “Adam, what’s that?”
 	The little boy turned. “It’s a puppy, Daddy.”
 	It was all Tyler could do to keep from laughing. “I know that. I meant what are you doing with it? We can’t get a puppy right now.”
 	“Why not?” He held the little tricolored dog in his arms. It licked at his face.
 	“Because we’re in the RV.” He could leverage that argument, at least. “We don’t have room for a large dog.”
 	Of course, upon returning home was a different matter.
 	“It’s okay, sir,” the little girl said. “Their mom and dad were both small. They won’t get more than about twenty pounds, my daddy said.” She picked up another puppy, larger than the one Adam held. “That one there’s the runt.” He certainly looked smaller than the others. “He probably won’t even get as big as the others, Daddy said.”
 	Tyler looked to Andrew for help. He simply shrugged.
 	No help there. “Adam, honey, we can’t have a puppy right now. Please, put it back.”
 	Adam finally gave the puppy back to the little girl. Both children looked heartbroken. Adam hitched up the straps on his backpack and slowly followed Tyler back to the sidewalk.
 	“Thanks for the help, Dad,” Tyler said as they stopped by the next building to look at the window displays.
 	Andrew smiled. “I thought they were cute.”
 	“Nevvie already wants to string my bollocks up on the rearview mirror. Allowing Adam to get a puppy without her input will spell my demise.”
 	Adam tugged on his hand. “Daddy, can I go back and get her e-mail address?”
 	Tyler absently waved him on, and Adam scampered back to the tent. “Besides,” Tyler continued as he shifted Mikey’s backpack on his shoulders, “we aren’t exactly in the best situation right now to have a puppy. A puppy, in an RV? And it’ll be at least three weeks or longer before we get home, depending on how long it takes us to get home.”
 	Tyler glanced over at Adam to make sure he was all right. Sure enough, he looked like he’d pulled his notebook and a pencil out of his backpack. He smiled at his son’s antics before turning back to his father. “I’d love a dog. Eventually. But not right now.” He was about to call to Adam when he saw him hefting his backpack, carefully shouldering it, and slowly returning to them.
 	“Are you all right, Adam?” Andrew asked.
 	“Yes, Grandpa.”
 	He noted Adam’s backpack. “Would you like me to carry that for you?”
 	“No, Grandpa. I’ve got it.” He grabbed Andrew’s hand and looked up at Tyler. “When do you think we could get a puppy, Daddy?”
 	Tyler cleared his throat. “One day, love. Just not today.”
 	Adam solemnly nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Sticking to Tyler’s schedule, they made it on time to Gardiner, Montana, just north of Yellowstone. It was close to dark when they arrived, but Nevvie and Tom took the time to unload the SUV instead of waiting until morning while Andrew and Tyler prepared dinner and took care of getting the boys ready for bed.
 	Nevvie was too tired to even think about sex when they all collapsed into bed. As exhausted as she was, she awoke several times after unsettling dreams. Usually relating to Preacher Jim.
 	Nevvie didn’t know if that son of a bitch would be there when she talked to Mary, but if he was, she’d damn well give him a piece of her mind.
 	When she awoke for the last time a little after six in the morning, she gave up any ideas of trying to go back to sleep. Truth be told, she was excited about going into Yellowstone. She’d never been there before, and both her anger at Emily and her irritation at Tyler over the Mitchell incident had waned.
 	She would have fun. Tyler had worked his ass off trying to make this trip a memorable one.
 	So he screwed up. He feels bad about it. It wasn’t like he’d meant to leave them behind.
 	Nevvie was just starting to think about getting up to make coffee when Tom’s cell phone rang. With Tom and Tyler still sound asleep, she reached above her head to the shelf it sat on and fumbled around until she found it. In the process, she dropped it onto her forehead, hitting herself squarely between the eyes and making her see stars. How she managed to not wake her men baffled the crap out of her.
 	Somehow, she answered it without killing herself or poking out an eye. “Hello?”
 	“Nevvie?” The frantic voice sounded familiar, but for some reason, she couldn’t place it at first. “Nevvie, is that you?”
 	Then it hit her. “Eddie? What’s going on?”
 	“Oh, thank God I got hold of you.” It sounded like he broke down sobbing.
 	She reached over and first smacked Tyler on the shoulder, then Tom, to wake them up. “Eddie, sweetie, what’s wrong? What is it?”
 	“I’m so sorry I had to call. He’s going to kill me, but I had to. I don’t know what else to do!”
 	Nevvie felt stress winding up like a giant, sour grapefruit in her chest. “Eddie, calm down and talk to me. What’s going on?”
 	By now she sensed Tom and Tyler sitting up on either side of her.
 	“It’s…it’s Pete. He’s in the hospital.”
 	“Oh, Eddie, is he okay? What’s wrong? What happened?”
 	He started crying again. “He’s been having stomach trouble and wouldn’t let me take him to the doctor. Early this morning, I had to take him to the emergency room because he was throwing up blood and had a lot of pain. They had to take him in to emergency surgery.” He started crying again.
 	“Eddie, honey, calm down. Did they say what’s wrong with him?”
 	She heard him blow his nose on the other end of the line. “He has peritonitis. The doctor said he had diverticulitis and the infection got so bad it perforated. They’re removing the bad section now, but he’s got an infection so he’s going to be in here for a while.”
 	“But is he going to be okay?”
 	“They don’t know yet. It depends on how his body responds to the antibiotics they’ve got him on and the surgery.”
 	Great. Two of their best friends needed them, and they were across the country on Tyler’s wild-ass RV adventure. “Do you want us to come home?”
 	“No, but I heard on the news this morning we’ve got a tropical storm out in the Gulf that they think is going to hit our area. I don’t know how to put up the shutters on your house.” He let out a harsh laugh. “I don’t know how to put up the shutters on our house. Pete usually takes care of all of that…” He dissolved into another fit of tears.
 	Tom tried to take the phone from her. She covered the mouthpiece and gave the men a quick rundown on what was happening. When she finished, Tom took the phone from her. “Baby girl, go boot your laptop and pull up the NHC website for me. Now.” He talked into the phone. “Eddie? Listen, I’m going to have Nevvie take me to the airport in Bozeman, and I’m going to be there by sometime tonight, okay? I’ll take care of the houses and help you out. You don’t worry about them. Is Bob there with you…”
 	Nevvie didn’t catch the rest as she plugged in the air card and got her laptop booting. While she waited, she started the coffee. Tom appeared in the galley a few minutes later, still talking to Eddie on the phone. She pulled up the National Hurricane Center’s webpage and Tom sat in front of the laptop to study the site. He frowned.
 	“Now Eddie, listen, you quit arguing with me. Okay? I’m coming back, and that’s that.” He switched to a travel site page and browsed so quickly Nevvie couldn’t keep up with him. “I can get a flight out this morning from Bozeman.” He held his hand out to Tyler, who apparently interpreted correctly. He dropped Tom’s wallet into his hand. Tom never skipped a beat talking with Eddie as he ordered his tickets. “I’ll call you from TIA as soon as I land. You go take care of yourself and hang tight…Right. Bye.” He hung up the phone as he leaped to his feet. By now, Andrew was awake and listening.
 	“Baby girl, get a quick shower. Right now. I’ll grab my stuff. You’re going to run me over to Bozeman. I’ve got three hours before that flight takes off. It connects me through Minneapolis.”
 	“Okay.” She left the door to the back bunk open as she grabbed what she needed. She could hear everything out in the cabin.
 	Tyler spoke up. “Thomas, wouldn’t it be better if I drove you and Nevvie stayed here with Dad and the boys?”
 	Nevvie returned as Tom shook his head. He pushed past Tyler. “She drives faster than you, and I’m going to be hurting enough as it is after a day in an airplane to drive to Bozeman on top of it.” He stopped, backed up, and planted a quick kiss on Tyler’s lips. “Sorry, buddy, but it’s the truth.” He grabbed Tyler by the shoulders. “You stay here with Dad and the kids. Under no circumstances are you to move this RV. Do you hear me? You wait for Nevvie to get back.”
 	“Love, I am perfectly qualified to—”
 	“Tyler!” Nevvie barked. “Please, don’t argue with us!” She pushed past them into the bathroom and started her shower. Tom packed while she bathed, then grabbed himself a fast shower while Nevvie threw together a couple of breakfast sandwiches and travel mugs of coffee for them. In less than twenty minutes, they were ready to go. The boys were just waking up, and Nevvie and Tom kissed them good-bye.
 	“Remember, Tyler,” Nevvie warned him, “just stay here. Go talk to the campground manager when the office opens and tell them we need to keep the site a couple more days. Do. Not. Move. This. RV. Have I made myself clear?”
 	“Crystal, darling.”
 	She gave him a smile. “Good.”
 	Tyler kissed Nevvie and Tom. Then they climbed into the Pilot.
 	“You think he’ll behave?” Nevvie asked Tom as she cleared Gardiner and hit the main road leading up to Livingston.
 	Tom snorted as he settled back in his seat. “Not likely.” He reached over and patted her on the thigh. “I’m sorry to dump this on you, baby girl. I’m counting on you.”
 	“How bad is the storm?”
 	“They’re predicting it’s going to be a Cat 1 or stronger by the time it makes landfall.”
 	“Terrific. Maybe I should just load everything up and turn around and head home. I can put Tyler on a plane to Seattle in Rapid City.”
 	Tom shook his head.
 	“Really, I mean it. I don’t mind.”
 	“No, don’t do that,” Tom said. He squeezed her hand. “It’ll take me a day or less to get both houses boarded up. I’ll fly back out here once I know what the storm is going to do. If it’s not going to be bad. And if Pete’s going to be okay.” He looked at her. “I want you all to have fun and enjoy yourselves. Keep sightseeing. Adam’s really looking forward to it.”
 	“I’m not looking forward to butting heads with Tyler over driving.”
 	He snorted. “Honey, he’s never driven in the mountains before. Once he gets a look at some of those roads in the park, he’ll be happy to let you do the driving.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They made it to Bozeman with plenty of time to spare. Outside the departures area, Thomas hugged Nevvie tightly to him. “You’ll do fine, baby girl. You all explore the park.”
 	“But you’ll miss it.”
 	“It’s okay. Hopefully, I can fly back out and we can stop by on our way home. But like I said, I need you to keep Tyler out of trouble. I don’t want to have to worry about you all while I’m home. If you’re in charge, I won’t worry.”
 	She laughed. “I’ll have my hands full.”
 	“Have Dad help you.”
 	She buried her face against his shoulder. “I’m going to miss you. Hug Pete and Eddie for me.”
 	He hugged her back tightly. “I will.” He kissed the top of her head before gently untangling himself from her. “I’ll hopefully see you in a few days.”
 	She fought back tears and nodded. “Okay.” She blew him a kiss as he picked up his carry-on bags and headed inside the terminal.
 	Nevvie pulled through a drive-through and got herself a large coffee for the drive back. She wished she could go with Tom, but understood this was the only option. Eddie and Pete weren’t just like family to them, they were family, as far as she was concerned. It didn’t matter that they weren’t related by blood or marriage. They were part of her extended family.
 	Now alone in the car, she tried not to worry about Pete. When Tyler had his heart attack, it was Pete who’d held her in the ER when she found out about Tom and broke down.
 	He’s a strong man. He’ll come through this all right. She called Tyler to let him know she was on her way back.
 	As she drove onto I-90, headed back to the RV and Yellowstone, she tried not to cry but couldn’t help it.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler fixed everyone breakfast once Nevvie and Tom left. “Adam, why don’t you sit over here with us at the table?” He couldn’t help but notice his son had suddenly become very fixated on whatever he’d put in his special storage drawer that they’d assigned him for his toys.
 	Adam shook his head as he munched on his biscuit. “I’m okay, Daddy.”
 	Tyler knew this was exactly the sort of behavior Nevvie and Tom had both warned him about over the past couple of months. Pushing boundaries. He needed to stay in charge. “Son, that wasn’t a request. Please come sit with us.”
 	Reluctantly, the little boy stood and brought his plate to the table, where he climbed into the booth next to Andrew.
 	“There. Isn’t that better?” Adam looked a little worried. “Mommy will be back soon, honey,” Tyler assured him.
 	“I know, Daddy.”
 	“And I know you miss Poppa, but hopefully he’ll be back in a few days. Never you fear, Uncle Pete will be fine.”
 	Adam nodded. “I know, Daddy.”
 	“Then what’s the matter?” The thought suddenly struck him. “You know we’re still going to tour Yellowstone, don’t you?”
 	Adam studied him. “But Poppa won’t see it. And don’t we have to wait for Mommy?”
 	Andrew chimed in, sounding a little nervous. “Yes, don’t we need to wait for Nevvie, son?”
 	Tyler realized he’d hit on the source of Adam’s worry, besides missing Tom and Nevvie. “Adam, it’s quite all right. Poppa said we can still go tour the park. How about we drive to Mammoth Hot Springs, just inside the park, and Mommy can meet us there? We can get a head start on our sightseeing. How does that sound?”
 	“Son, Thomas and Nevvie were very clear when they said—”
 	“Dad, it’s quite all right. They’re just overprotective is all.” He returned his attention to Adam. “Mommy can meet us there. It’s only a few minutes away, just right inside the park. How does that sound?”
 	Adam quickly nodded. “That sounds good, Daddy.”
 	Tyler clapped his hands together and laughed. “Aces!”
 	Mikey mimicked him, clapping and laughing.
 	Andrew cleared his throat. “Nevvie said she’d be back in a couple of hours, and that we’re to wait.”
 	Tyler waved his objections down. “It’s fine, Dad. Truly.”
 	While the men were discussing this, Adam grabbed another biscuit off the plate and climbed out of the booth. Tyler noticed he was headed straight for the drawer again. He tapped his father on the shoulder, interrupting him in mid-sentence. Both men watched as Adam gently pulled the drawer open and slipped the biscuit inside.
 	“Son, what are you doing?” Tyler asked.
 	Startled, Adam jumped, quickly closing the drawer and sitting against it. “Nothing, Daddy,” he said with a shake of his head.
 	The men exchanged a knowing glance. “Adam,” Tyler said, “what is in the drawer?”
 	Adam shook his head, but didn’t answer.
 	The men walked over. Tyler extended a hand to his son, who finally, reluctantly took it and stood to join him. Andrew reached down and opened the drawer.
 	Both men gasped.
 	Surprised by the sudden light, the little puppy blinked and stared at them.
 	“Oh my god,” Tyler whispered.
 	Andrew let out a laugh. “Tyler, you realize Nevvie’s going to kill you, right?”
 	Tyler gulped.

 


Chapter Nine
	Tyler was rarely a man at a loss for words. At that moment, however, he found his extensive vocabulary had completely escaped him. Andrew held Mikey as they all stood outside watching Adam with the puppy. The puppy, which Adam had already named Harley, sniffed around in a few tufts of grass outside the RV.
 	Strike one.
 	“So what are you going to do, son?” Andrew asked Tyler.
 	Tyler shook his head. “I don’t have a bloody clue,” he whispered. They would have to move the RV, because the park manager said they were booked up with reservations, and Tyler had only booked them there for one night.
 	Strike two.
 	And they couldn’t very well just dump the puppy. That would be inhumane. Not to mention Adam was already attached to him, and Tyler couldn’t bring himself to get rid of the cute little bugger. A tricolored terrier mix with a lot of white on his head and body, and no more than three pounds, it was obvious from the puppy’s fine-boned frame and small paws that he, indeed, wouldn’t get very big. That Adam had managed to keep him hidden for two days was proof of the pup’s quiet nature.
 	And that Adam had managed to care for the puppy, and properly dispose of its waste, was further proof that Adam was dedicated, even at such a young age, to properly caring for him. None of them had thought anything of Adam spending so much time around his drawer, because that’s where he kept his personal things and toys. And Adam had apparently carried the puppy in his backpack when they left the RV for any length of time.
 	He couldn’t fault his son’s ingenuity, using Mikey’s baby wipes and diapers and disposing of the puppy’s poop in the diaper pail in the bathroom.
 	Strike three.
 	This trip wasn’t turning out at all the way Tyler had planned.
 	He took a deep breath and scrubbed his face with his hands. “I suppose the first thing I need to do is walk over to the general store and pick up some proper puppy food.” He put his hands on his hips and stared at Adam. “Son, I thought I told you you couldn’t get a puppy.”
 	Adam picked up the puppy and hugged him. “I know, Daddy. I’m sorry. But she told me her parents were going to take them to the shelter if they couldn’t find homes for them. They couldn’t afford to keep them all. I was afraid the other dogs would beat him up. He’s so little. This was the runt.”
 	Andrew and Tyler exchanged another look. Tyler knew Nevvie would probably blow a gasket over this, but even he couldn’t say no to his son despite the circumstances.
 	Andrew took the boys and the puppy inside while Tyler walked the three blocks to the convenience store. They carried the bare-bones basics, but Tyler wasn’t sure he wanted to start out feeding the puppy the bargain-basement adult dog food they had on their shelf.
 	After another inquiry, he found out there was a small animal vet two blocks in the other direction from the RV park. He set out again. Fortunately, they also sold supplies. He picked up a bag of dry puppy food, a collar, a leash, two puppy chew toys, a small bag of healthy treats, and food and water bowls to replace the plastic human dishes Adam had been using for him. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any appointments immediately available. The earliest they had was in two hours.
 	With a sigh, Tyler made the appointment. They would have to change plans. They could spend the morning looking around Gardiner instead of going into Yellowstone.
 	As he stepped out of the clinic, his cell phone rang.
 	He juggled his purchases, pulled out his phone, and glanced at the number. “Blast.” He answered. “Hello, love. Did he get off all right?”
 	“Yeah. I’m on my way back now. Everything okay?”
 	“Ah, unfortunately, the RV park is full. They can’t extend our reservation. I’m going to have to move the RV.”
 	He heard a spate of swearing on the other end. Then she said with a forced calmness he recognized, “All right, Ty. Is there someplace close by where you can pull into a parking lot or something? A large parking lot?”
 	“Ah, yes, actually. There is quite a bit of public parking along Park Street.”
 	“You mean where all the stores are? By the north Yellowstone gate?”
 	“Exactly.”
 	He heard her sigh in what he assumed was relief. “Great. I’ll call you when I get into town if I can’t find you.”
 	“Aces, darling. Drive safely.”
 	He hung up and breathed his own sigh of relief. One less thing for her to be angry about when she returned. He had permission to move the RV.
 	When he returned to the RV, he removed the price tags from the collar and leash and let Adam put the collar on Harley. He verified the collar’s fit and poured out a serving of food into one of the bowls and set it on the floor. The puppy eagerly buried his nose in the bowl of dry chow and started devouring it. Tyler filled the other bowl with water and set it next to him.
 	Adam sat cross-legged on the floor next to the puppy. “Thank you, Daddy.”
 	“You’re welcome son. Although you’re going to have to deal with your mother when she gets back. I suspect she’ll be rather cross with us both.”
 	“She won’t make me get rid of him, will she?”
 	Tyler let out a deep sigh. “No, son. We’ll keep him. But you cannot ever do something like this again. Do you understand me?”
 	Adam’s face was filled with wide-eyed innocence. “Yes, Daddy. I promise.”
 	“Very good. Now, when he’s done eating, take him outside again. Make sure to put the leash on his collar. And he cannot run loose while we’re inside the park, either. Understand? It can be quite dangerous for dogs, especially around the thermal features.”
 	“Yes, Daddy.”
 	Andrew sat at the table with an amused expression on his face.
 	“What is it?” Tyler finally asked.
 	“She’ll be quite cross with you, you know.”
 	“Cross isn’t the word I’d use, but I’m well aware how far in the doghouse I will be. No pun intended.” He crossed his arms as he leaned against the counter and watched the little dog eat. “He is a cute bugger, isn’t he?”
 	“That might be the only thing that saves your hide.”
 	“This amuses you quite a lot, doesn’t it?”
 	“Very much so,” he said with a smile. “I’m just glad I’m not going to be the one on the receiving end of her wrath.”
 	“Well, if you’re done being amused, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on the boys for me whilst I prepare for our departure.” This was where Tyler felt a little apprehension. While in theory he knew what had to be done, Nevvie and Tom had taken care of all of the logistics during their trip. He looked for and found the checklist in the notebook on the dash.
 	The only item on the list that truly worried him was hitching the car hauler. He wasn’t sure if he could manage it by himself. While he’d watched Tom and Nevvie do it several times, that was a completely different thing than doing it on his own.
 	He started with the easy stuff first, which was securing the passenger compartment. He made sure all their dishes were washed, dried, and put away. Loose items were stowed in their traveling locations. Then he lowered the leveling jacks and stowed them. He unhooked the sewer and water connections and stowed those after filling their water tank and emptying their dump tank. The electrical and cable connections he disconnected last.
 	That left the trailer. Fortunately, they’d reserved a pull-through spot. A little more pricey than one of the other spots, but it meant they could hook up the trailer and he didn’t have to try to back the RV out of the space first.
 	As he stood there staring at it, he heard a man walk up, their neighbor from the next spot over.
 	“Leaving, are you?”
 	Tyler nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, Tom had to fly home to Florida. One of our friends had emergency surgery, and they’re the ones taking care of our house. There’s a tropical storm on the way and he has to board up both our house and theirs. Nevvie drove him to the airport in Bozeman.” He sighed. “We can’t stay because the campground is full. I have never done this by myself before.”
 	The man slapped him on the shoulder. “Nothing to it. I’ll help you.”
 	Before Tyler could respond, the man had grabbed the tongue of the trailer and started maneuvering it toward the hitch. Tyler grabbed it and helped him.
 	“Where’s the key?” the man asked.
 	“Beg pardon?”
 	He set the tongue down on the ground and pointed to a lock on the trailer. “The key to the hitch lock.”
 	Tyler swallowed hard. “Um, I’m not sure. Let me go look.” He scurried into the RV and grabbed the three sets of key rings off the counter. He hoped Nevvie didn’t have the key to the lock with her. He took them back outside. “I don’t know which one it is.”
 	The man looked at the key rings, picked a small key, and inserted it in the lock. It turned. “Haha! Lucky guess,” the man said before returning the keys to Tyler.
 	He pulled the lock off the trailer, lifted the tongue and set it into place on the hitch ball, pushed the latch into place, then stepped up onto the tongue and bounced on it. “Making sure it’s seated,” the man explained before reattaching the lock. He hooked the two trailer chains to metal rings welded to the hitch, then connected the electrical pigtail.
 	He stood back. “There you go. All set.”
 	“Thank you so much!” Tyler gratefully shook his hand. “I don’t know what I would have done without your help. You’re truly a lifesaver.”
 	“You getting ready to pull out now?”
 	“Yes. Why?”
 	The man smiled. “You might want to roll your awning up.” He pointed.
 	Tyler’s face reddened. “Oh, of course.” He started toward it, then stopped and turned. “I’m afraid I don’t know how.”
 	The man chuckled and followed him again. “You might want to have them give you a lesson in all this when they get back.”
 	“I believe you’re right.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The man made one final walk around the RV with Tyler to double-check he was really ready to pull out. Ten minutes later, the boys were strapped into their car seats, Harley was safely locked in the bathroom, and Andrew stood sentinel outside to make sure Tyler didn’t hit anything while pulling out of their spot. Tyler would never admit how nervous he felt. Nevvie would never let him behind the wheel again if he did any damage.
 	He shifted into drive and slowly pulled forward, keeping a sharp eye on Andrew in the mirror. Once he was clear of the space and in the wide drive, he breathed a sigh of relief and stopped so Andrew could get in.
 	“Good job, son,” Andrew said as he settled into the passenger seat.
 	“Thank you.” He pulled forward again, carefully taking wide turns so the trailer cleared. Five minutes later, he was pulling into the public parking area along the main street, which overlooked the north gate.
 	When he shifted into park, he sat back with a sigh of relief. There weren’t many cars parked in that area yet, and with it being unpaved and gravel, there were no marked spaces. As long as no one parked directly in front of him and blocked his exit, he shouldn’t have any problems. And, hopefully, they’d have room to load the Honda onto the trailer.
 	Andrew patted him on the shoulder. “Well done.”
 	“One less thing Nevvie can be cross about.” He looked at the time. The appointment was in twenty minutes, and he would have to walk back to the vet’s office. “I’m going to take Harley to his appointment,” he said. “Dad, would you please stay here with the boys?”
 	Andrew waved him off. “Go.”
 	“I’ll put on the generator so you can run the air-conditioner and TV.” Tyler went up front to the electrical panel, consulted the manual, then switched the generator on. Once he heard it kick in, he shut off the engine.
 	The lights in the RV’s cabin stayed on.
 	Tyler breathed a sigh of relief and grabbed Harley’s leash.
 	“Daddy, can I go?” Adam asked.
 	“No, you stay here with Grandpa and wait for Mommy.” He glanced at the time again and made a rough calculation in his head. “She might return before I do.” He grabbed the puppy and hooked the leash to his collar. Harley wagged his tail and squirmed in Tyler’s arms and tried to lick him.
 	Tyler grabbed a couple of plastic grocery bags for waste and headed out with the puppy. He found it faster to walk and carry the puppy than to wait for him to try to sniff every inch of pavement. When he reached the vet’s office ten minutes later, he was relieved to find the waiting room empty.
 	The receptionist gave him a clipboard with a form to fill out. “Ah, we’re actually here on vacation,” Tyler told her. “We’re from Florida. My son adopted the puppy without our knowledge in South Dakota and kept him hidden.”
 	The woman laughed. “Smart kid, huh?”
 	“Too smart, I’m afraid. Will we need any special forms? We’re driving to Seattle first before we head back to Florida.”
 	“Dr. Keene will go over all that with you,” she assured him.
 	He sat down to fill out the paperwork when his cell rang again. Nevvie.
 	“Hey, Tyler. You all right?”
 	“Oh, hi, love.” Harley barked and he had to shush him. “I’m fine.”
 	“Was that a dog?”
 	“Uh, yes.” He needed to distract her. “We got the RV moved. You’ll see us parked along the fence in the public parking area.”
 	“Any trouble?”
 	“No, none whatsoever. A very nice man helped me hook up the trailer.”
 	She sounded relieved. “Okay. I just got off I-90 at Livingston. Do I need to stop at any of the stores here for supplies?”
 	“Ah, no, I believe we’re all right, love.”
 	“Okay. I’ll be back soon.”
 	“Aces. Drive safely.”
 	“Love you.”
 	Harley barked again. “Love you, too.” He hung up fast and looked at the puppy. “Are you trying to get us in trouble?”
 	Harley barked and wagged his tail.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie hung up the phone and tossed it into the passenger seat. No doubt this was beautiful country. She slowed down and took her time so she could appreciate the picturesque valley Highway 89 ran through. Mountains gently sloped up and away from the valley floor on either side, the topmost portions of them still covered with snow. While she’d traveled with Tyler for work, and both men for fun, she’d never been to this part of the country before. And she’d never had time to herself like this before.
 	And since Tyler hadn’t managed to get himself killed or arrested while moving the RV, she supposed she could relax and take a few minutes to herself. Normally at home, she had Tyler and Tom to give her respites from the kids—and from them. Whether to go get her hair or nails done, or to just run errands alone.
 	Being cooped up with her family was taking its toll on her nerves.
 	She pulled over at a scenic rest area overlooking the Yellowstone River. She used the bathroom and then walked out to look at the river. Definitely not what she was used to. In Florida, rivers ran calm and slow. This river, apparently on the tail end of the spring melt, rushed past, even in the wider sections, with a never-ending, low roar that could have easily substituted as a heartbeat for the area.
 	She closed her eyes, took a deep breath of the cool air underlain with the sharp smell of the rushing river, and let out a deep, relaxed breath.
 	I feel better already.
 	She would need to talk to Tyler about getting some alone time while in the park. No doubt he might want some, too, and she’d gladly give it to him. But this was just what she needed. Already, the events in Mitchell were fading from her mind. It was an accident, and she wouldn’t hold a grudge against Tyler for it.
 	An unexpected chuckle escaped her. Maybe he can use it in a book. That brought an outright fit of laughter. While not the trip from hell by any stretch of the imagination, this certainly hadn’t been the smoothest vacation ever.
 	After twenty minutes, she reluctantly returned to the car. I wonder what they had in that gallery back there. She’d seen the signs a couple of miles ago for a little shop. If Tyler needs me, he’ll call me.
 	Back inside the car, she checked her phone. No calls.
 	Smiling, she started the car and pointed it back to the north. A little bit of mommy time is in order.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler nervously sat in the exam room with Harley in his lap. The puppy’s tail wagged nonstop. Every minute that passed meant one minute closer to his doom when Nevvie returned and exploded.
 	Not that he would blame her for that, because, admittedly, acquiring a puppy was a pretty large deal.
 	He stared into Harley’s brown eyes.
 	Adorable brown eyes.
 	“You, my little one, have caused me untold aggravation. Do you realize that?”
 	Harley’s tail continued wagging.
 	Tyler looked up when a woman entered the room. From her white jacket, he assumed she was the vet. “Mr. Paulson?” she said. “I’m Dr. Keene.”
 	He stood, the puppy in his arms, and shook hands with her. “Yes. And this little one is Harley.” He placed him on the exam table.
 	“Harley, huh?” She let the puppy sniff her hand before she took over. She checked his teeth for starters. “Is someone a biker?”
 	“My son named him. He, eh, adopted him in Sturgis, South Dakota.”
 	She smiled. “Adopted him, huh?”
 	“Yes. Very clever little guy. Kept him hidden for two days in our RV without us knowing. We discovered him this morning.”
 	“Where are you from again?”
 	“Florida. I know, the accent tends to throw people.”
 	She looked up, as if seeing him for the first time. “Tyler Paulson? The writer?”
 	He felt his face heat. “Ah, yes. That’s me.”
 	She smiled. “I thought the name sounded familiar. I love your books.” She called a technician into the room. “Please draw blood work and do a fecal. We also need to get him started on his first round of puppy shots.”
 	“We’re heading to Seattle now. Is there some sort of health certificate I need?”
 	“Sure, I’ll prepare one for you. Let’s get his tests done first.”
 	“Right.”
 	“How old is he, do you know?”
 	“The little girl said he was nine weeks old, and the runt of the litter.”
 	“That’s about right. Are you crate training him?”
 	He gave her what he knew to be a blank look. “Crate training?”
 	She laughed. “We have a new puppy kit, including a DVD, that we’ll give you.”
 	“Do you sell crates? I was here earlier and bought puppy food and the leash and collar and things.”
 	“No, we don’t. The feed store here in town might have them. Otherwise, any of the big discount stores along I-90 will probably have them, unless you hit a pet store first.”
 	“Oh. All right.”
 	Twenty minutes later, Harley had his first round of shots, a dewormer, a microchip, a health certificate, flea and tick protection, heartworm prevention medication, and a cookie.
 	“He’s in great shape, Mr. Paulson,” Dr. Keene said. “I do strongly suggest getting a crate for him, though. It’ll make your life a lot easier. Especially in an RV.”
 	“Thank you.” He tucked the puppy under his arm, the paperwork, medications, and other items in a bag, and headed back toward the RV.
 	He hadn’t heard from Nevvie lately. He would call her to see where she was, but didn’t want to jinx his luck thus far.
 	When he returned to the RV, Adam jumped up from where he was reading at the table and ran to the door to greet Tyler.
 	“Daddy, is he okay?”
 	“Yes, he’s fine, son.” He set everything down on the counter. “Perfectly healthy. I can’t say how fine I’ll be after Mommy gets back and finds out.”
 	“I could keep hiding him for you, Daddy.”
 	Tyler and Andrew both burst out laughing. “While I appreciate it,” Tyler said, “that’s not very fair to Harley, now, is it?”
 	Adam shook his head.
 	“You do realize that Mommy, Poppa, and I will have to talk and decide on a punishment for you disobeying us, don’t you?”
 	Adam nodded.
 	“All right. Why don’t you take him outside for a walk?”
 	“Thank you, Daddy.” Adam threw his arms around Tyler’s legs in a hug before he took Harley outside. Andrew followed him.
 	Tyler scrubbed his face with his hands and looked at Mikey. “Anything you wish to add, young man? Are you hiding any stuffed animals in your diapers?”
 	Mikey grinned and laughed before slapping his hands on the table.

 


Chapter Ten
	Nevvie spent a blissful twenty minutes browsing the tiny gallery and ended up purchasing a small bronze statue of a moose. The gallery owner smiled as she wrapped and boxed it for Nevvie. “Are you going or coming from Yellowstone?”
 	“Both,” Nevvie said with a laugh. “Had to run into Bozeman this morning. Heading back to Gardiner now. We’ve got an RV.”
 	“Oh. Family vacation, huh?”
 	“Yeah. And we’re not even halfway through it, yet.”
 	“Where you all from?”
 	“Florida. We’re heading to Seattle.”
 	The woman’s eyebrows lifted. “My, that is a long trip.”
 	“You’re telling me.”
 	With her purchase safely sitting on the front passenger floor, Nevvie headed south to Gardiner. The rest of the trip will go smoothly. Piece of cake.
 	She hoped.
 	She didn’t have any trouble locating the RV when she pulled into town. Just as Tyler said, they were parked along the fence in the public parking area along West Park Street. She pulled in behind the car hauler. Most likely, she’d have Tyler drive the SUV and she would drive the RV. Then they wouldn’t have the hassle of having to load and unload the SUV.
 	Nevvie grabbed her box and purse and, feeling happy and calm, walked to the RV door.
 	That calm dissolved when she opened the door and stepped inside.
 	“Mommy!” Adam squealed, throwing himself at her and nearly dislodging the box from her hands.
 	A little dog barked and bounced behind him.
 	Tyler’s expression, one of abject horror, told her more than she wanted to know. “Um, hello, pe—”
 	“Oh, no,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Don’t you dare ‘hello pet’ me. I leave you alone for a couple of hours and you get a puppy?”
 	“No, Mommy,” Adam said.
 	“Honey, Mommy needs to talk to—”
 	“Mommy, Daddy didn’t know about him. I got him in South Dakota.”
 	She blinked and looked down at him. “What?” Shock usurped her anger.
 	Adam nodded, his blue eyes wide. “I got him in South Dakota. At Sturgis.”
 	Andrew reached over and took the box from her. “Yes, Nev. It’s been quite the morning around here as well.”
 	Nevvie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Adam, please take the puppy—”
 	“Harley.”
 	She swallowed. “Please take Harley outside while I talk to Daddy.”
 	“Okay, Mommy.”
 	Andrew grabbed Mikey. “I’ll go with him.”
 	“Thanks, Dad.”
 	When they were alone in the cabin, she sat and stared at Tyler. “Well?”
 	“We discovered him after you left. There was a girl in South Dakota at the bike festival giving away puppies.”
 	She stared at him. “Two fucking days ago?” Okay, this wasn’t all on Tyler. It meant Adam had somehow snookered her, too. And Tom. And Andrew.
 	He nodded. “He was keeping him in his backpack and in his drawer.”
 	“How the hell did he hide him from us?”
 	“He used Mikey’s baby supplies to clean up, and was sneaking him food and water. That’s how we caught him. We saw him feeding the puppy this morning. Apparently he used the chaos we normally have with all of us here to cover his tracks.”
 	Nevvie had noticed Adam was unusually attached to his backpack the past couple of days, but she honestly hadn’t thought anything of it.
 	“But you and Dad were with him at the bike festival. How did he get the puppy?”
 	“Apparently when my back was turned. I told him he couldn’t have one, and made him put it back. Then he asked to go back to get the girl’s e-mail address. He must have grabbed the puppy while I wasn’t looking.”
 	She closed her eyes. “We can’t keep him.”
 	“I already told him we would.”
 	“What?” She stared at him incredulously. “What the hell are we going to do with a puppy? In an RV? For several more weeks?”
 	“Well, he was here for two days while four rather astute adults were completely oblivious. He’s obviously a very quiet dog.”
 	“We can’t keep him.”
 	“Love, I already told him we would,” Tyler repeated.
 	“Without talking to Tommy and me? What the hell?”
 	“Don’t worry. I did tell Adam we would be punishing him for this.”
 	She shook her head. “I cannot believe… Hours! I left you alone for a few hours and we have a puppy!”
 	“No, we already had the puppy. We just didn’t know it.”
 	She let out frustrated scream. “I cannot believe this. I just can’t believe it.” She sighed. “We have to get it to a vet.”
 	“Done.”
 	She stared at him. “That’s why I heard a dog barking.”
 	“Yes, we were at the vet’s office.”
 	“I see you already bought him a collar and leash.”
 	“Yes, this morning. And puppy food.” He pointed at the bag he’d brought back from the vet’s office. “And they gave me a new puppy information kit.”
 	She started to ask another question when they heard Adam screaming for them from outside. “Mommy! Daddy! Harley’s sick!”
 	Nevvie and Tyler stared at each other before bolting for the door.
 	Outside, Adam was crying. He held Harley’s leash. The puppy seemed to be acting fine and wagged his tail at them when they rushed outside. Andrew wore a squicky expression.
 	Adam pointed at a…truly gross looking pile of dog poo.
 	Tyler recoiled. “Oh…my.”
 	“Mommy,” Adam cried, “his poops haven’t looked like that before. He’s sick! Something’s wrong with him!”
 	Nevvie leaned forward for a closer look. It certainly didn’t look like any pile of dog poop she’d ever seen. “Tyler, get me a zippy bag. And bring me a baby wipe and a plastic trash bag. Where’s the vet’s office?”
 	“Just a few blocks away.” He headed inside and reappeared a moment later. Nevvie turned the baggy inside out, picked up the squishy pile of dog pooh, flipped it right side out, then zipped it shut. She dropped it into the trash bag, wiped her hands with the wipe, and handed the wipe to Tyler. “Get my purse from inside, please, and lock the door.”
 	“Where are we going?” He held the wipe pinched by a corner with two fingers.
 	“To the vet.” She hefted the bag. “With this.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie tried not to angrily mutter under her breath the entire way. It took every ounce of her being not to kick Tyler in the rear end once or twice. At the vet’s, the receptionist took the bag from Nevvie, looked inside, then laughed.
 	“This is from Harley?”
 	Tyler looked indignant. “Yes. I just had him in here, and he was pronounced healthy, aside from a few intestinal parasites. Which I was assured he was treated for. Now, this.” He pointed at the bag.
 	She smiled. “We gave Harley a dewormer.”
 	Nevvie caught on first and started laughing. “Oh.” She smacked Tyler on the arm. “You dumbass.”
 	“Mommy,” Adam said, holding Harley clutched to his chest and looking forlorn. “Is he going to be okay? Can they fix him?”
 	Harley’s tail wagged nonstop.
 	“Your puppy is fine,” the receptionist reassured him. “We gave him medicine to get rid of his worms.” She held up the bag. “It did his job. He’ll be fine. This is a normal reaction. His tummy is getting rid of the worms.”
 	Tyler looked stunned, then started laughing. “Oh. Right.” He looked at Nevvie with a sheepish smile. “Sorry, love.”
 	Nevvie shook her head. “I’m sorry we bothered you.”
 	The receptionist laughed. “Don’t worry. You’re not the first customer to freak out like that. Been a while since you had a dog, huh?”
 	She nodded. “He’s our first.” She looked at Tyler and smacked his arm again. “Idiot.” She looked down at Adam. “And someone will be doing a lot of chores to make up for sneaking him into the RV.”
 	Adam nodded eagerly as he hugged Harley to him. “I promise, Mommy.”
 	“Did you find a crate?” the receptionist asked.
 	“A what?” Nevvie asked.
 	“Oh,” Tyler said, “that’s right. We need to purchase a crate. They said the feed store might have them.”
 	“Crap, Ty. I was just in Livingston. I could have got one there.” She was quickly wanting to strangle him again.
 	“Sorry, love. I thought it best to wait to tell you.”
 	Nevvie got directions to the feed store. Fortunately, they had crates for sale. Unfortunately, the smallest one they had was for a larger dog. Nevvie paid for it and pointed at Tyler. “You get to carry it. Lucky for you it’s collapsible.”
 	Andrew laughed. She looked at him. “You couldn’t have called me and given me a heads-up, Dad?”
 	He smiled and shifted Mikey on his hip. “No. I wasn’t about to get in the middle of this. I’m trying to stay on your good side.”
 	By the time they returned to the RV, Nevvie reluctantly admitted she was already attached to the little dog. While Tyler and Adam figured out how to set the crate up, Nevvie went to change Mikey. Andrew joined her.
 	“Are you all right, love?”
 	She glared at him. “I suppose. I guess I should just be thankful he didn’t crash the RV or forget to put the awning up.”
 	Andrew coughed.
 	“Oh, no. What’d he do?”
 	“Well, fortunately, the nice man who helped him with the trailer pointed out that the awning was still down and helped him put it up. But he did fill the water tank and empty the dump tank.”
 	Nevvie didn’t want to think about it. She was worried about Pete, trying not to explode at Tyler worse than she already had, and thankful she didn’t find the RV a smoking pile of ash upon her return.
 	“It will get better, love,” he assured her.
 	“I hope so. It can’t get much worse.”

 


Chapter Eleven
	With the generator going to run the air-conditioner, and with Harley safely stowed in his new crate with a towel for bedding, Nevvie and her brood headed out to explore Park Street.
 	“You realize there’s some more retail therapy in my future, right, Ty?” she asked him. “I think the moose statue I just bought is only the tip of the iceberg.”
 	He nodded. “I totally understand, love. You’ve more than earned it.”
 	“Good. Glad we’re on the same page.”
 	They spent an hour browsing through the stores before settling on a restaurant to eat lunch. While they were waiting for their orders of buffalo burgers, Tyler consulted his phone, where he kept a copy of their itinerary. “It should take us less than an hour to get into the park and to the Mammoth campground. We’ll spend tonight there, then on to the campground at Fishing Bridge late tomorrow. From there, we will explore the park by car for the next week.”
 	“Thank god,” Nevvie said. “It’ll feel like settling down for a change. I’m so sick of being on the road.” At Tyler’s hurt look, she quickly added, “Yes, this has been fun, but even you have to admit it’s been grueling. Not to mention the unexpected surprise.” She tipped her head toward Adam.
 	“I will concede that point, love.”
 	Back at the RV, Nevvie took charge while Andrew took Adam outside so he could walk the puppy one more time before they departed. “Tyler, you are not driving this RV in Yellowstone. Do I make myself clear?”
 	He nodded. “Crystal, love.”
 	“Good. I don’t feel like loading the car again just to have to unload it inside the park. You’re going to follow me in the car.”
 	“Yes, love.”
 	She let out a sigh and reached to him for a hug. “I’m sorry I’m being a bitch,” she mumbled against his shoulder. “I’m just really worried about Pete.”
 	“You’re not being a bitch, darling. Believe me, I understand how stressful this all is. I’m worried about him, too. I’m sorry this trip hasn’t been perfect.”
 	She let out a harsh laugh. “That’s the understatement of the year.” She looked up at him. “And it doesn’t have to be perfect. All that matters is that we get you to Seattle one way or another so you make the book fair. Don’t worry about perfection.”
 	“I’ll do my best.”
 	Andrew returned with Adam. “I believe we’re all set.”
 	“Did he go?” Nevvie asked.
 	“Oh, yes. I disposed of it in the public garbage can out there.”
 	“I put it in the bag myself, Momma,” Adam proudly announced. “Grandpa showed me the trick you did with flipping the bag inside out.”
 	Nevvie took the puppy from him. “Good. Go wash your hands.” She put Harley in his crate and looked up at Tyler. “Add more hand sanitizer and baby wipes to the shopping list.”
 	“Right. As a matter of fact, I’ll go get them now and gas up the car before we head into the park.”
 	Nevvie crooked her finger at Tyler. When he approached, she kissed him. “Thank you.”
 	He smiled. “You’re welcome, love.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom called Eddie for an update on Pete’s condition during his layover at the Minneapolis airport. He was out of surgery and in recovery, but they expected him to be in the ICU for several days, at least.
 	Eddie sounded heartbroken. “I should have made him go to the doctor,” he said. “I feel so guilty.”
 	“Eddie, you know how Pete is,” Tom said, trying to soothe him. “He’s stubborn. You’re not psychic. Just hang on. I should be getting into Tampa around eight tonight local time.”
 	“I’m so sorry you had to cut your vacation short for us, Tom.”
 	“Stop it. You’re family, and that’s all there is to it.”
 	“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”
 	“Don’t worry about it. Hang in there, and I’ll see you in a few hours.” Tom hung up and returned his phone to his pocket. He wouldn’t try calling Nevvie yet. No doubt she had her hands full with Tyler and the kids. If there was an emergency, she would have texted him.
 	He fingered the silver chain, with its matching lock, that he always wore around his neck. The one they’d put on him during his recovery, when he finally got his head wrenched on straight. He felt guilty leaving them in Yellowstone. He’d miss seeing the park with them, yes, but even more, he felt bad about shoveling the bulk of handling Tyler onto Nevvie’s shoulders.
 	He also felt guilty for not being there to protect Tyler from Nevvie when he invariably got on her last nerve and set her off. He smiled. Tyler would probably deserve it, the same way he deserved her ire over leaving her and Andrew behind in Mitchell.
 	They’ll be okay. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. His flight wasn’t in yet, wasn’t set to depart for over an hour. And his bad leg had already decided to chime in with its opinion of this unexpected trip. He didn’t want to take a pain pill, either, when he knew he’d have driving ahead of him back in Tampa.
 	It was going to be a long day.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The trip into the park was uneventful. With Nevvie in the lead, they stopped to take pictures at the gate and the entrance sign, and again at the Wyoming-Montana state line. She white-knuckled the steering wheel around some hairpin turns during the last leg of the drive into Mammoth Hot Springs, but once there they found the campground and pulled in with no trouble.
 	Andrew yawned. “Loves, I’m totally knackered. Son, why don’t you and Nevvie go eat out and I’ll stay here with the boys and Harley.”
 	Adam bounced up and down where he was seated on the couch. “Please, Momma? Can we have dinner with Grandpa?”
 	Nevvie didn’t miss Andrew’s wink. “Sure, baby. That sounds like a plan.”
 	Tyler pulled her in for a hug. He kissed the side of her neck. “I get my beautiful sweetheart all to myself,” he murmured in her ear. “I won’t know what to do.”
 	“I do. I’m going to eat myself into a steak coma, followed by the most decadent dessert they have on the menu.”
 	He laughed. “Then shall we, love?”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	When Tom finally cleared baggage claim at Tampa International and stepped outside the arrivals doors, he breathed in familiar, muggy, warm evening Florida air. He made his first priority finding a taxi. Once underway to home, he leaned back and checked his phone.
 	He had calls from Nevvie, Tyler, and Eddie. Instead of wasting time with voice mail, he called Eddie first.
 	“Oh, thank goodness you called.” Eddie sounded beyond relieved.
 	“I just got into Tampa, and I’m heading back to the house. How’s Pete?”
 	“He’s still in ICU.” Eddie sniffled. “He’s still unconscious. They’re still saying it’s wait and see.”
 	“Are you at the hospital?”
 	“Yes. In the waiting room. I hate this damn place.”
 	Tom could sympathize. Between Nevvie, Tyler, and his own accident, Pete and Eddie had both spent a lot of time there. “I’ll see you soon, Eddie. Just hang tight. I’m going to grab a hot shower to loosen up my leg, jump in one of the cars, and head over.”
 	“Okay.”
 	Tom breathed a sigh of relief when the taxi pulled into their driveway. He paid the driver, gathered his bags, and slowly limped to the front door.
 	Once inside, he booted his laptop and let it start up while he crawled into a hot shower to help loosen his sore and stiff muscles.
 	It wasn’t until after he was out of his shower and dressed again that he called Nevvie. “Hey, baby girl. I’m at the house. Is Tyler still alive?”
 	“You are not going to believe this shit,” she said by way of greeting. “Guess what was waiting for me when I got back. Just guess. Go on, you’ll never guess.”
 	He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead, a tension headache threatening. “I don’t want to guess. Just tell me.”
 	“No, you have to guess. Just guess! You’ll never freaking guess.”
 	From the sound of her voice, he knew it had to be a whopper. “Baby girl, please. Just tell me.”
 	“A freaking puppy.”
 	Tom’s eyes popped open. He was certain he’d misheard her. “Say again?”
 	“You heard me. Adam somehow kept a puppy hidden from us for two freaking days. He picked it up in Sturgis from a girl giving puppies away.”
 	“A puppy?”
 	“A freaking puppy.”
 	“In Sturgis?”
 	“In freaking Sturgis.”
 	Tom let that sink in. “We’re talking a real freaking puppy and not a stuffed animal puppy?”
 	“Do you honestly think I’d be reacting like this over a freaking stuffed animal?”
 	“Crap. What the hell are you going to do with it?”
 	“Tyler already promised Adam he could keep it, and he’d already taken Harley to the vet by the time I got back.”
 	“Harley?”
 	“The puppy.”
 	“Right.” He sat down at his desk and logged in to his laptop. “The freaking puppy. Of course.” He pulled up the National Hurricane Center’s webpage. “Shit.”
 	“Exactly!”
 	“No, baby girl. Sorry. I just looked at the storm track again.”
 	“Oh. How bad?”
 	He stared at the cone heading straight toward Tampa Bay. He knew from experience it likely wouldn’t be the final word on the storm’s destination, but it still looked disconcerting. “It’s a Cat 1, expected to grow to a Cat 2 by tomorrow night.” He leaned back in his chair. “I need to head to the hospital.”
 	“How is Pete?”
 	“I talked to Eddie when I landed. He’s still in ICU, and it’s wait and see.”
 	“Give them a hug for me.”
 	“I will. And smack Tyler’s ass for me.”
 	She laughed. “I will. Here he is.”
 	She handed the phone over. Tyler came on the line. “Hello, love.”
 	“Ty,” he said in a warning tone, “when you screw up, you sure as hell do it right, doncha? Don’t forget I’m not there to protect you from her. What did you do?”
 	“I didn’t do it,” he insisted. “Our son is apparently even more precocious than we could have imagined.”
 	“Why did you tell him he could keep it without talking to us first? I won’t blame Nevvie if she takes your nuts off.”
 	“What was I to do? I couldn’t abandon the little thing now, could I? Adam knows he’s in a lot of trouble. But I couldn’t make the puppy pay for Adam’s mistake. Let’s be honest, we have talked about getting a dog before.”
 	Tom sighed and scrubbed his face with his free hand. “He better be in trouble. This is ridiculous. How could he have hidden it from us for two days?”
 	“It’s a long story. How’s your leg?”
 	“Hurts like a sonofabitch. Quit changing the subject.”
 	“I wasn’t.”
 	“You were. Let me talk to Adam.”
 	“All right. Love you.”
 	“Love you, too. Hand the phone to Adam.”
 	A moment later, Adam’s voice came on the line, sounding tentative. Tom had to struggle not to laugh.
 	“Hello, Poppa.”
 	“Son, what did you do?”
 	“I’m sorry, Poppa.”
 	“You’d better be sure you’re helping Mommy and Daddy and Grandpa out with chores.”
 	His son’s voice lightened. “I am, Poppa. I’ve been walking Harley and cleaning up his poop. I promise I’ll take care of him.”
 	Tom knew how that would likely end up. Then again, this was Adam they were talking about. It was spooky how much like Tyler he was. Maybe he would stick with it. “You’d better take care of him. Puppies are a lot of hard work.”
 	“I know, Poppa.”
 	“And when we get home, we’re going to enroll him in puppy classes and you’ll take him. And you’ll need to do chores at home to pay us back the money for the classes.”
 	“I will, Poppa. I promise.”
 	He couldn’t help but smile over how happy Adam sounded. He felt bad for Nevvie having to deal with this extra aggravation, but he had to admit he’d been wanting a dog for a while. “Good boy. Put Mommy back on the phone.”
 	“Bye, Poppa. Love you.”
 	“Love you too, son.”
 	After a moment, Nevvie came back on the line. “Can I kill Tyler?” she muttered, apparently trying to keep her voice low enough for the boys not to hear her.
 	He laughed. “No, baby girl. Please don’t do that. Try to hang in there.”
 	“I can come back to Florida. Turn around and come home. Please, if you need me there, tell me.”
 	“Nevvie, I will, I promise. Once I see what’s going on, I’ll let you know. But otherwise, promise me you’ll stay there and have fun and not kill Tyler.”
 	She laughed. “Okay. I promise.”
 	“You can’t do anything anyway. Worry there or worry here, you might as well be there and having fun with the kids. Seriously. It’ll be all right.”
 	“I know.”
 	“Love you.”
 	“Love you, too.”
 	He hung up and stared at the phone for a minute before getting up and hunting down his car keys so he could drive to the hospital. There was a cloth grocery bag full of mail on their counter, where Eddie had left it.
 	He just wished he believed it would be all right.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie and Tyler were preparing to go to dinner when Tom called with the update. After speaking to him, they drove from the campground to the main part of town and ate at the Mammoth Hotel Dining Room, a ritzy-ish restaurant in a historic building. Despite the atmosphere and menu, many of the guests were dressed more for hiking casual than they were fine dining. Which was okay with Nevvie, because she was in jeans, sneakers, and a collared short-sleeved shirt with a fleece jacket on over it because of the chilly evening air.
 	“I’d like wine, too, Tyler,” she said as she looked at the menu.
 	He smiled. “A glass?”
 	She snorted. “Not quite. After today, I want the whole friggin’ bottle.”
 	Dinner was delicious. Between the relaxed mood and the wine, Nevvie mellowed out and forced herself to push worry to the side. They couldn’t do anything about Eddie. Tom would handle things, and he promised to let her know if she needed to come back to Florida sooner.
 	And she had promised to enjoy herself.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Back at the RV, both of the kids were asleep. Andrew wore a pair of noise-cancelling headphones and was watching a DVD on a laptop. They bid him good-night. Nevvie grabbed Tyler’s hand and dragged him back to their bedroom.
 	“Come here, you,” she whispered as she hooked an arm around his neck and fell back onto the bed.
 	He lost his balance and fell forward onto her. “You’re more than a little tipsy, love. You realize that, don’t you?”
 	“I’m fucking drunk off my ass, Ty,” she said with a grin. “That’s why I wanted the whole bottle of wine. Duh.”
 	He smiled and kissed her. “Are you sure you want me taking advantage of you like this?”
 	“Why, do you have a better suggestion? I don’t think we should get naked outside.”
 	“No, that’s not what I meant.”
 	She started fumbling at the buttons on his shirt. “I want you to fuck me, Ty,” she whispered. “I want you to fuck me hard. I’ll be quiet.” She giggled. “Well, maybe you’ll have to gag me.” She opened her mouth wide.
 	He sat up, laughing and pushing her hands away so he could unbutton his shirt. “Love, I do believe you’re propositioning me.”
 	“Again, duh.” She pulled off her fleece jacket and dropped it to the floor, followed by her shirt and her bra. “Have at me, Evil Genius.” She tried to unbutton her jeans, but her fingers had forgotten how to unhook her belt.
 	He noticed and laughed. “Here, let me help you, my sweet little sot.”
 	“I’m not a sot.” She giggled. “Hey, that rhymes.”
 	“Yes. So do ‘fuck’ and ‘suck,’ which is what I’m about to do to your delicious pussy.
 	“My pussy-wussy.”
 	“You are drunk, aren’t you?” Tyler hadn’t had anything but water and iced tea at dinner since he drove them.
 	She blew him a raspberry. “I’m a drunk…cunt.”
 	“That doesn’t rhyme, love.” He pulled her jeans and underwear down and off her legs. He knelt at the end of the bed and pushed her thighs apart. “But I’m going to do things to take away your power of speech, so it doesn’t matter.” He grabbed her behind the knees and pulled her down to the edge of the bed, where he draped her legs over his shoulders.
 	She reached over her head and grabbed one of their pillows just in time to slam it down over her face. Tyler wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked, hard, immediately setting off an explosion inside her and making her cry out. Before she could catch her breath, he fucked her with his tongue, traveled down to her ass and back up again to her clit, where he nipped her.
 	She screamed into the pillow again, electric heat shooting through her body. She tried to squirm free from his skilled mouth, but he dug his fingers in and held on tight, working her body up and down the climactic scale from slow boil to mega-eruption until she could barely breathe.
 	He stood, his cock jutting away from his body and pearly drops of pre-cum dripping from the slit. “Do you want me to fuck you, love, or make you suck my cock?”
 	Her body melted. He knew she loved him taking charge like this. “Uh-huh!”
 	He smiled. “Which, or I shall choose.”
 	As she was trying to force her brain to remember how to properly pronounce the English language, he flipped her over onto her stomach and drove his cock deep inside her pussy. He pressed her into the mattress with his weight and grabbed her hair.
 	“You waited too long, love,” he whispered.
 	She mewed with need as his cock bottomed out inside her. He pounded her, hard and fast. She fisted the sheets and buried her face into the pillow again to stifle her moans. Then he reached under her and found her clit.
 	Nevvie’s body unhinged. She loved coming like this, totally possessed and helpless and unable to do anything but lie there and be used by her men.
 	“That’s my good girl,” Tyler grunted before he grabbed her hips again and took three final, hard thrusts. He collapsed on top of her, panting and trying to catch his breath.
 	Nevvie reached for and found one of his hands and laced her fingers through his. When he squeezed her hand in return, she felt her heart leap.
 	“I love you, Ty.”
 	He kissed the back of her neck. “I love you, too, love. But really? Pussy-wussy?”
 	She laughed. “Told you I was drunk.”
 	He rolled off her and propped himself up on one elbow. “My dear, you are so cute when you’re besotted.” He gently kissed her and pulled her into his arms.
 	She was glad for the dim light. It concealed the scar on his chest from her view. With his heart beating comfortingly in her ear, she let sleep wash over her.

 


Chapter Twelve
	The next morning, Nevvie suffered from a mild hangover and a pleasantly aching pussy. Fortunately, Tyler had awoken before her and already had the coffee going. He handed her a steaming mug, prepared perfectly, and two ibuprofen.
 	“Here, love.”
 	She forced a wan smile. “Thanks,” she whispered. She took the tablets and washed them down. “What time is it?”
 	“Eight. The boys are outside with Dad walking Harley,” he said. “I already talked to Tom this morning. Pete is in the ICU, but his vitals are strong and everything looks good.”
 	She started shaking. She didn’t realize she was until Tyler’s hands closed around hers. He took the mug from her and set it on the shelf above the bed before he sat next to her and pulled her into his lap.
 	The sobs wracked her body. “I was so worried about Pete,” she finally sniffled out. “I was so worried he was going to die and we weren’t there for Eddie when they were there for me every second with you and Tommy.”
 	“Shh, love. It’s all right. I spoke to Eddie, and he actually sounded quite chipper. Definitely better than yesterday. He assured me we don’t need to return.”
 	“I feel so guilty we’re not there for them.”
 	He made her look at him. “Love, I’ve known Pete and Eddie a good number of years longer than you have. Believe me when I say it’s fine. Truly.”
 	“You’re sure?”
 	He nodded. “Positively.”
 	She finally got herself together and sat up. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
 	“Well, I believe you’re going to want a shower. I’ve already fed the boys. Would you like me to make you some toast or a bagel?”
 	Her stomach lurched. “Dry toast, please.”
 	“Aces.” He kissed her before disentangling himself from her and standing. He handed her mug of coffee back to her. “We could explore the terraces while we’re here. And there’s a museum here as well.”
 	She nodded. “Museum first?”
 	He smiled. “Yes.”
 	“I might not do the terraces. I might just come back here and stay with the puppy.”
 	“Whatever you’d like, love.”
 	She sipped her coffee. He was trying so hard. His heart was always in the right place. “I’m sorry I got so snappy yesterday, Ty. He fooled me and Tommy and Dad, too. It wasn’t your fault. And I probably would have let him keep it, too.”
 	“It’s all right, love.” He knelt in front of her. “I know you’re under a lot of stress. We’ll be able to relax tomorrow before we start exploring the other parts of the park. Or if you decide you want to stay at the RV, I’ll take everyone with me and leave you alone.”
 	“With Harley.” She smiled.
 	He grinned. “He is going to give us fits when he’s older, isn’t he?”
 	“The puppy or Adam?”
 	“Adam. And the puppy as well, I should suspect.” He patted her on the leg before standing. “I’ll get your toast ready.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	It didn’t take Nevvie as long as she thought it might to get her stomach and headache under control. They left the AC running and Harley secured in his crate and went to explore the town. By the time they returned an hour later to check on the puppy and drop off their bagsful of souvenirs, including a lot of books about the park for both Adam and Tyler and a new Yellowstone Association membership that got them a discount on most everything they’d bought at the gift shop, Nevvie would admit to feeling something akin to normal.
 	Well, she wasn’t feeling sick anymore, she wasn’t feeling homicidal toward Tyler—anymore—and she wasn’t feeling utterly morose about Pete’s condition once she’d talked to Tom herself and confirmed that, yes, Pete did appear to be on the mend.
 	She could relax.
 	She let Tyler drive them over to the terraces, where they spent over an hour wandering around the boardwalks, exploring the thermal features, and keeping a close eye on Adam. Tyler carried Mikey in the backpack. Adam was very careful with his digital camera and painstakingly made sure to take pictures of everyone else together. “I want to e-mail them to Poppa,” he said with a serious expression on his face.
 	She hugged him. “Despite the puppy incident, you’re a good kid.”
 	He smiled. “You’re not mad anymore, Momma?”
 	She laughed. “No, I’m not mad, baby. But you cannot ever do anything like that again. Understand?”
 	“Yes, Momma.”
 	They returned to the RV. Tyler helped Nevvie prep it to move, and by noon, they were on their way east along Grand Loop Road. They stopped at Canyon for lunch and to tour the Canyon Visitor Education Center, which featured a three-dimensional model of Yellowstone’s topography, including multimedia exhibits about the supervolcano under the park.
 	Nevvie wasn’t sure if Tyler or Adam was more fascinated by the exhibit.
 	After hitting the gift shop, they returned to the RV. Nevvie was pleased to find they had a dump station for RVs at the filling station in Canyon.
 	“Tyler, go ahead and top off the Honda’s gas tank. I’m going to empty the dump tank.” The RV’s diesel tank still had plenty of fuel, and they would have an electrical hookup in the campground anyway.
 	“All right, love.”
 	She pulled into a line to get to the dump station. There were three RVs ahead of her. By the time it was her turn, Tyler had returned from filling up the Honda’s gas tank.
 	“Would you like help, love?”
 	She sighed. “Sure. Guide me up there.” He stood in place and waved her up onto the dump tank, raising his hand when she was in position. Andrew watched the kids while she went back outside and opened the hatch covering the dump tank valve.
 	Tyler walked around to join her. “What can I do, love?”
 	She pulled a pair of blue nitrile gloves out of the box she and Tom kept stowed in the hatch for this and handed them to Tyler. “I’ll let you know when to open the valve. When I say okay, hit it. Okay?”
 	He pulled on the gloves while she pulled on her own pair. “Aces, love.” He turned to the control panel and put his hand on the valve handle.
 	She grabbed the dump hose and hooked one end of it up to the outlet valve on the RV. Then she pulled the other end of the hose over toward the dump hatch and paused to read the instruction sign there. “Okay, Ty. Get read—”
 	“Right!”
 	Before she could register what he’d said, the hose jerked out of her hand as a noxious flood of sewage and gray water exploded out the end of it, drenching her from the knees down.
 	“Tyler!” she screamed. “Close the valve! Close the fucking valve!”
 	“What—oh no!”
 	The flood trickled to a stop as he shut off the valve. She stood there in shock, praying this was just a wine-induced nightmare, that she would awaken in the RV in Mammoth Hot Springs with a hangover.
 	Tyler slowly walked over, a horrified look on his face. She was vaguely aware of laughter from some of the other RV operators in line, but it was Tyler’s horrified expression she focused on.
 	“Tyler,” she whispered. “Go stand by the valve.” Well, she was already covered with a mixture of piss, shit, dishwater, and shower runoff, might as well get this over with.
 	Although she was upset her favorite sneakers were now full of nasty water. The jeans would wash.
 	“Um, right, love.” He scurried back to the valve panel.
 	In her soaked sneakers, she squished back over to the dump tank outlet. She finished reading the instructions, which included an admonition not to open the RV’s dump tank valve until the outlet hose was firmly inserted into the dump tank outlet. She then inserted the hose into the dump tank outlet and walked back to the RV.
 	“Now, Tyler. Okay.”
 	“Um, right, love.” He opened the valve and emptied the dump tank. Meanwhile, she stripped off her nasty gloves and, ignoring how she was now chilly in the cool mountain air as well as stank worse than a septic tank, she put on a fresh pair of nitrile gloves and pulled out the external fresh water hose from its access panel. Doing the best she could, she kicked off her sneakers, hosed them out, then hosed herself off. She rinsed the dump tank pad, guiding the nasty water into the dump hose outlet. Then she returned the hose to its storage place before checking on the dump tank hose.
 	“Is it empty, Tyler?” she quietly asked.
 	“Um, yes, love. I believe it is. Are you—”
 	“Shut. The fuck. Up.”
 	“Yes, dear.”
 	She made sure the valve was firmly closed, retrieved the sewage hose and stowed it, then closed the access panel.
 	“Tyler, do you think you can drive the RV off the tank and down there without wrecking it?” she whispered.
 	“Um, yes, of course, but don’t you—”
 	“Tyler!” she shrieked. “I’m covered in shit! I’m not getting into the RV like this!”
 	He looked horrified. “Um, right. Sorry, love. I’m so—”
 	“Shut the fuck up and get in the fucking RV and move it!”
 	She faintly heard male laughter behind her. She turned and glared at the man driving the RV behind her. He was standing outside his vehicle. When she wheeled around, he shut up and got into his RV.
 	She grabbed her sodden sneakers and, in her wet socks and smelly, soaked jeans, stormed off the dump tank pad. She heard Tyler start their RV and didn’t bother looking back to see if he moved it without wrecking it or not. She waited until he got it moved to the far edge of the parking area to walk over to it. He met her at the door.
 	“Um, well, love. What can I do?”
 	She had two choices, scream or whisper. There was no longer any middle of the road. She chose whisper so it wouldn’t scare her kids or the bison in the park. “Go get a garbage bag,” she whispered. “And a beach towel. And a bottle of antibacterial hand soap.” She walked back to the fresh water hose access panel, opened it, and pulled the hose out. By the time Tyler rushed out of the RV with the requested items, she’d already started hosing herself down again.
 	“Hold the towel up so I don’t flash everyone,” she whispered.
 	He did, and she quickly stripped off her jeans, socks, and underwear. Fortunately, the nasty water hadn’t reached higher than her knees. She rinsed herself off, used half the bottle of hand soap to clean up, then rinsed off again. She wrapped the towel around her waist.
 	“Put my dirty clothes and my sneakers in the bag. We need to do laundry. Find out where the nearest Laundromat is, if it’s here or at Fishing Bridge. That is where we’re going. To get the fucking laundry done.” She delivered all of this in a whisper.
 	“Yes, dear.”
 	She climbed into the RV. Andrew sat at the table with Mikey. “Are you all right, Nev?”
 	“No.” She went into their bedroom, grabbed clean clothes, then took a shower. By the time she emerged from the shower, Tyler was back inside the RV.
 	“There’s a laundry facility here, love,” Tyler said.
 	“Good,” she whispered. “Go get all our laundry, including my sneakers and stuff, and go wash them. All. Now.”
 	“Right.” He scurried off to gather everything.
 	He left five minutes later.
 	She collapsed on the sofa. Adam walked over to her. “Are you okay, Mommy?”
 	“Mommy’s very aggravated and frustrated right now, honey.”
 	“At Daddy?”
 	“At the world.” She looked at him and forced a smile. She pulled him to her and hugged him. “Want to go back to the supervolcano exhibit and hit the gift shops again?”
 	“Okay!”
 	“Go put your shoes on and we need to walk Harley.”
 	“Yes, Momma.”
 	Andrew smirked. “Retail therapy?”
 	“Fuckin’ A, Dad. Fuckin’ A.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler didn’t feel any better when Tom wouldn’t quit laughing after he related the story to him while sitting there waiting for their laundry to finish.
 	“Ty, are you shitting me… Wait…” Tom’s voice dissolved into laughter again. “Hey, Eddie, this’ll cheer you up.”
 	Tyler patiently waited for Tom to relate the story to Eddie. When he heard Eddie burst into laughter in the background, he finally spoke up. “Yes, right. Fine. Very good. Laugh at the imbecile. I’m already in enough trouble as it is with Nevvie. I certainly don’t need you slitting my throat as well. Should I hold out my wrists so you can open veins in them to bleed me dry?”
 	“I’m sorry, Ty,” he said, laughing and not sounding a bit sorry at all. “But seriously? Come on. Even you have to admit this is hysterical. Did she neuter you yet?”
 	“No. I wouldn’t be surprised if she and Adam are trying to max out our American Express card at the gift shop even as we speak.”
 	“Yeah, well, it’s just money.” He finally stopped laughing. “Hey, think of it this way, you can work it into a book somewhere.”
 	He’d already thought about that, even as he was watching Nevvie hose the shit out of her shoes on top of the dump tank. In fact, he felt more than a little guilty over the fact that he had at least three really good scenes already worked out in his mind for a totally new book before the laundry even hit the spin cycle.
 	At Nevvie’s expense, but still…
 	“If I disappear somewhere between here and Seattle, you’ll understand why,” Tyler said.
 	“Yeah, and I’ll alibi her, too, Evil Genius.”
 	“I don’t blame you.”
 	“Well, try to stay on her good side. You have to admit, after leaving her at Mitchell, springing a puppy on her, and giving her a shit bath, she’s taking it all pretty damn well.”
 	He heard Eddie burst into another round of laughter in the background. “Maybe I should sleep on the roof of the RV tonight,” Tyler said.
 	“It might be safer.”
 	“Yes, quite.”
 	“Love you. Tell her I love her, too.”
 	“I will. Love you, too. Best to Eddie.” He sat back in his chair and looked at the spiral notebook he’d brought with him. He’d already filled several pages with handwritten notes.
 	He smiled. It wouldn’t be a half-bad book at that.
 	And, to help the situation and soothe whatever wrath Nevvie would undoubtedly—and completely justifiably—deliver upon him when he returned, he’d suddenly hit upon the solution to the plot issues in the book he was currently working on.
 	He let out a deep sigh. It would be worth taking anything she’d dish out, and more.
 	He’d earned it.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	There were several new bags on the table, full of items from the Canyon gift shops, when Tyler returned to the RV with the clean laundry, including her sneakers. Which were still wet, because he didn’t run them through a dryer, but at least they were clean and no longer a biohazard.
 	“Love, I’ll call Thomas and tell him your size and the style and have him ship us some overnight to the campground at Fishing Bridge.”
 	Stretched out on the sofa, she waved the suggestion off. “Don’t worry about it.” She held up her feet, which now sported new hiking shoes. “We went to the outfitter shop. I’ll get new sneakers somewhere. When those dry off, they’ll be wearable.”
 	He set the basket down on the table. “Are you still cross with me?”
 	She crooked her finger at him to call him over. He leaned in and she kissed him. “Yes,” she said, “but I’m not going to take it out on you. I took it out on the credit cards.” She smiled.
 	He shook his head. “I love you, angel. You have no idea how much.”
 	“Yeah, I love you, too, Evil Genius. You’re lucky I do. I would have killed anyone else.”
 	They got moving again. There were other sites they wanted to see in the Canyon area, but they would come back and explore them in the Honda after they parked the RV at the campground. Nevvie let Adam sit on the sofa with Andrew. He stared out the windows and took lots of pictures of the landscape.
 	“Momma, this doesn’t look like Florida.”
 	She glanced back at him with a smile. “I would hope not. It’s not Florida.”
 	“I noticed it all smells like Christmas trees.”
 	“That’s because of all the pine trees around. They’re different than the pine trees we have in Florida.”
 	“Is Daddy still behind us?”
 	She glanced in her side mirrors. “Yes, he is.” She suspected Tyler would be glued to her ass for fear of pissing her off if they got separated. The truth was, she was already over it. Finding out from Tom that Pete’s condition had already been upgraded had put her in a better mood. She knew damn well that was far more important than her having to take a shower after a shit bath.
 	They soon arrived at Fishing Bridge without further incident and after Tyler got them checked in, they parked the RV and got it set up.
 	She stared at it. “It’s nice to have a home port, so to speak.”
 	“If you want,” Tyler said, “Cody, Wyoming, isn’t very far to the east. We could drive there and go shopping for new shoes.”
 	She laughed and hugged him. “Seriously, I’m okay. I’m not mad at you. Anymore.” It was growing close to dark. “I had a reality check when talking to Tommy while you were gone.” She stared into Tyler’s blue eyes. In the back of her mind, she’d never be able to exorcise the image of him lying on their kitchen floor, eyes closed, not breathing.
 	Heart not beating.
 	Peggy jumping on him and starting CPR, screaming at Nevvie to call 911—
 	“It doesn’t matter, Ty,” she said, meaning it with all her heart and wanting to get that last image out of her mind. “It was an accident.”
 	He gathered her into his arms. “You are an extraordinary woman.”
 	“Yeah, well, you haven’t got the AMEX bill yet.”
 	He laughed. “I’ll treasure it always. Besides, I’ll take it to the CPA. Maybe we can deduct some of it as research.”

 


Chapter Thirteen
	At the Everglades Correctional Institution outside of Miami, Florida, the group of men and women forming the parole board had convened that morning in the hearing room. The prisoner was brought in and seated at a table before them. With severe budget cuts and facilities closing, they were under state mandates to try to reduce the number of incarcerated inmates without compromising public safety.
 	A man seated in the center of the group spoke up. “Mr. LaRogue, do you have anything you’d like to say to this parole board?”
 	His lawyer, a public defender, did. “Mr. LaRogue has been a model prisoner while incarcerated. He has taken advantage of every opportunity to better himself available, including earning his GED and college credits towards a degree.”
 	The parole board chairman consulted his file.
 	The assistant state attorney, Jim Keller, spoke up. Only on week three of his job, he’d received the case file, along with twenty-four others, a mere two hours earlier. “Mr. LaRogue has a past history of arrests in three states for assault, usually while under the influence of alcohol. He tried to kill the victim in this case, Ms…” He had to stop and consult the file. “Ms. Nevaeh Barton. He viciously stalked her to her home, broke in, and attacked her.”
 	The head of the parole board consulted his notes. “Do you have any victim impact statements, or is there anyone here today who would like to testify in this matter?”
 	Keller consulted his file notes. “My office has been unable to contact the victim in this case, Ms. Nevaeh Barton. I can provide past victim impact statements regarding this matter. Based upon the facts in the case, and the severity of the crime, our office recommends no parole.”
 	“I believe we already have those past victim impact statements, Mr. Keller.”
 	After more back and forth between the attorneys and the parole board members, the parole board chair nodded. “We’ll let you know our decision within two weeks. As you can imagine, our caseload is rather heavy.”
 	Alex LaRogue sat quietly and didn’t say much unless he was asked a direct question. The advice he’d received from fellow inmates was to look contrite, be polite, and say as little as possible in as polite a way as possible.
 	Inside, he seethed. Next time I get my hands on that fucking bitch and her two fag boys, none of them will walk away able to testify against me.

 


Chapter Fourteen
	The next morning, after checking in with Tom and finding out Pete’s condition was still improving, Nevvie made a conscious vow to herself to try to not be a bitch to Tyler, no matter how much of a dumbass he was.
 	He hadn’t meant to dump shit all over her. She never should have had him help her. That was her first mistake. And she couldn’t blame him for the puppy, either.
 	Although leaving her and Dad in Mitchell was totally his fault. But she had forgiven him for that.
 	After eating breakfast and cleaning up, they packed the kids into the Honda and headed north to explore. Today, they would spend the day exploring the northeast quadrant of the park. Tomorrow, the southeast, including an extended stop at West Thumb Geyser Basin.
 	By the time lunch rolled around and they stopped to eat at Canyon Village again, she was in probably the best mood of the whole trip.
 	Tyler noticed. He looked across the table at her from where he was trying to get Mikey to eat a banana. “Are you enjoying yourself, love? You seem less stressed today.”
 	“Yes, Ty, I’m enjoying myself.”
 	“I’m enjoying myself, too, Mommy!” Adam chirruped.
 	Andrew smiled. “I must say, this has been fun. I’m not going to want to return to England.”
 	“Do you have to, Grandpa?” Adam asked.
 	“Yeah,” Nevvie blurted out. “Do you have to?”
 	“What?”
 	She looked at Tyler, then back at Andrew. “Move over here, Dad. Permanently. You’re retired. We’ll pay for it. Right, Ty?”
 	He nodded. “Of course we would, Dad.”
 	“And,” Nevvie continued, hope building in her heart, “we’ve sort of talked about building a bigger house. Or we can help you find a place of your own, if you want.”
 	“I couldn’t impose on you like that,” Andrew said.
 	“What imposition? Dad, we love you and we want you here.” She looked down at Adam, then Mikey. “I want my kids to have a grandpa in their lives.”
 	Andrew quickly brushed at his eyes with his hand. “Well, we can certainly discuss it when we finish our vacation. But why don’t we just enjoy the trip first before we even think about that.”
 	“Yay!” Adam said. “Grandpa Andy gonna live with us!”
 	Tyler smiled. “Let’s hope so, son.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom grabbed a cloth grocery bag from the house and headed over to the post office. He’d stop by Eddie’s house and walk their dog, Tom-Tom, on his way back home.
 	When he opened the post office box, he softly swore. It was packed full. Without bothering to look at any of it, he pulled it all out, jammed it into the bag, half filling it, and closed the box again. He tossed it onto the passenger seat. They could deal with it all when they got home. Most of it was likely junk or fan mail for Tyler anyway. Nevvie had set up all their bills to be paperless and paid them all online. So any mail they received while they were gone didn’t need their attention.
 	Tom-Tom greeted him with a happy bark at the front door when he let himself in with the spare key Eddie and Pete had given them. Tom spent a moment petting him. “Guess what, buddy? Your daddy’s going to be okay, the doctors say. And it looks like we’ve got a new pal for you to play with.” The yellow Lab plopped his furry butt down on the tile, his tail incessantly wagging.
 	“Let’s get you walked.” Tom took him out on the leash, taking him down to the end of the street and back and making sure to pick up after him. Then he took him out onto their screened-in lanai and played fetch with him for a few minutes. “Okay, I need to get back to your other daddy. I need to take him lunch.” He got the dog settled.
 	Their lives would be changed, that’s for sure. Nevvie had sent him several pictures of their newest addition. The little bugger was adorable.
 	He stopped by his house next, just a few minutes away, to dump the bag of mail. He noticed the answering machine light was blinking as well.
 	Tommy thought about playing it, then decided not to. Fuck it. Anyone who needs to get hold of us has our cell numbers. After quickly checking the National Hurricane Center’s site to see where the storm was and to view its current forecasted track, he headed back out the door.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	By that afternoon, the doctors were happy to report Pete seemed on the mend. While still weak and not completely out of the woods, his vitals were strong, his blood work indicated he was responding to the antibiotics he was receiving, and he would most likely be moved from ICU into a regular room the next day.
 	After finishing their lunch, Eddie and Tom returned the ICU. Pete was propped up in bed and teasing a nurse about her bedside manner.
 	“Hey, you’re looking even better than this morning,” Tom noted.
 	“I feel a little better, too. They won’t let me eat anything yet though. Said I’m on a clear liquids diet for now until my gut heals.”
 	“And clear diet doesn’t include tapioca pudding,” the nurse interjected.
 	Pete snorted. “Can’t blame a guy for trying, sweetie.”
 	“Listen,” Tom said. “Now that we know you’re going to be okay, I’m going to get our houses boarded up. I don’t know what the storm is going to do, but that way, you don’t have to worry about ours. The storm shutters can stay up on ours until we get back and I can take them down.”
 	Pete grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Thank you, man.”
 	Tom didn’t miss the emotion in the big man’s voice. “Hey, you’re family. God knows you both were there for us, and for me, even when I didn’t deserve it. This is the least I can do.”
 	“So you guys haven’t killed Ty yet, huh?”
 	Tom smiled. “No, but Nevvie might.” He related the dump tank story and by the time he finished, tears of laughter and pain rolled down Pete’s face as he held his gut and tried to stop laughing.
 	“Holy…fuck! I can’t believe… Wait, it’s Ty, I can believe it.” He finally got himself under control. “You need to get your ass back out there before she drops him down one of those geysers or something.”
 	Tom waved the suggestion away. “I’m not going back until I know for sure you’re okay. Ty’s a big boy. If he gets to be too much of a pain in Nevvie’s ass, she’ll put him on a plane to Seattle and come back with Dad and the kids.”
 	“Poor Nev,” Pete said. “She’s a real champ, you know that?”
 	“Tell him about the puppy,” Eddie said.
 	“Puppy?” Pete asked. “What puppy?”
 	Tom nodded. “Hold on to your gut…”
 	By the time he finished that story, Pete had reached for his morphine button and hit it for a dose of pain medication. Once he managed to stop laughing, that was. “Holy fucking shit!”
 	“Did you tell him about Mitchell?” Eddie asked.
 	Tom laughed. “Maybe I should wait until his morphine kicks in.”
 	“What happened?” Pete asked. “Tell me. I want to know.”
 	“It’ll hurt.”
 	“Fuck that. It’s worth it. This is hysterical.”
 	Pete’s howls of laughter rang throughout the ICU as Tom told the story. “So…let me get…this straight,” Pete gasped through peals of laughter. “Ty left Nevvie and Dad behind, had a surprise puppy waiting for her when she returned from airport…and gave her a shit bath?”
 	Tom nodded. “Yep. That sums it up.”
 	“Fuck…me…” More laughter rolled from him. “He should write a fucking screenplay about this.”
 	Tom smiled. “No one would believe it.”
 	“We’d believe it,” Eddie said. “We all know Ty.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom left the hospital later that afternoon. Eddie promised to call him if Pete’s condition changed for the worse. Otherwise, Tom would come back at dinner time and bring food for Eddie.
 	He stopped by Pete and Eddie’s house to walk and feed Tom-Tom. He’d stop by again before he returned to the hospital.
 	At home, he changed into work clothes and started pulling the storm shutters out.
 	Should’ve fucking got the automatic ones.
 	At the time, he couldn’t force himself to justify the additional expense when he knew he could easily put the shutters up by himself. Now, they could easily afford the cost, and he wasn’t sure how the hell he would finish putting up their shutters, much less Pete and Eddie’s.
 	He dragged the corrugated metal shutters from their storage spot and, based upon numbers written on each shutter, deposited them at their proper window. With that done, and starting with the smallest windows first, he began installing them. Two hours later, he was almost done and ready to collapse. He’d tackle Pete and Eddie’s shutters tomorrow.
 	After a quick phone call to Eddie, he grabbed a shower, stopped by to walk the dog again, and returned to the hospital. The pain pill would have to wait until he was home for the night and in bed.
 	Being hosed down with shit by Tyler is starting to look really good right now compared to all this.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie quit waiting for the next metaphorical shoe to drop. It wouldn’t help her to have fun if she was constantly waiting for the next “bad” thing to happen. It didn’t hurt that the rest of their afternoon and evening was as fun as their morning. And getting word from Tom that Pete’s condition continued improving helped her lighten up even more.
 	That night, Nevvie was too exhausted to do more than curl up in bed with Tyler. “I miss Tommy,” she said.
 	He kissed the top of her head and snuggled her closer. “I know, pet. So do I.”
 	“I’m sorry you won’t get much of a chance to work the next few days.”
 	“Uh, yes. It’s all right.”
 	“How’s the book coming?”
 	When he didn’t answer her immediately, she looked up at him. “Ty?”
 	She heard him let out a deep sigh. “Well…”
 	After another moment of silence, she propped herself up on one elbow. “What is it?”
 	“I’ll be honest with you. Up until the events of yesterday, it wasn’t going very well at all.”
 	“Say again?”
 	He explained his writer’s block. When he finished, he turned his blue gaze on her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, sweetheart.”
 	“I wish you had.”
 	“I wanted this trip to be perfect.”
 	“There’s that word again. Stop saying it. Nothing is or ever will be perfect. Forget perfection. It’s more important to have fun.” She lay back down next to him. “What can I do to help you with the book?”
 	“Nothing at this point, love. I’m going to try the ideas I had yesterday and see if anything pans out.”
 	She gently poked him in the side. “You used to call me your muse. Why didn’t you ask for my help?”
 	“I didn’t want to laden you with my burden, angel. You already do so much.”
 	“But that’s what I’m here for. That’s what Tommy’s here for, too. We help each other out. We lean on each other.”
 	“Yes, love.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie, finally getting used to the time difference, awoke before Tyler the next morning. While she started the coffee, Andrew sat up and yawned.
 	“Good morning, Nev.”
 	“Morning, Dad.”
 	Harley, sitting up in his crate, wagged his tail.
 	“I bet you want to go outside, don’t you?” She gave the little dog lots of credit. Even for his age, he did very well. So far, he’d only had two accidents in his crate.
 	Harley’s entire butt started wiggling at the attention.
 	“Want me to take him?” Andrew asked.
 	“No, I’ll get him.” She pulled on her new hiking shoes, grabbed a baggy, and put the leash on the puppy. She picked him up and carried him outside.
 	“Brr.” Glad she wore jeans, she still shivered when she stepped outside. It was crisp and cool, but so quiet and peaceful. She couldn’t believe it didn’t sound like anyone was up and about yet on such a beautiful morning.
 	Harley did his business quickly, and she praised him. “Such a good puppy!” She scooped up his waste, picked him up, and walked over to the nearby community garbage can.
 	The puppy whined, then barked.
 	“Shh, it’s early. You’ll get us in trouble.” Seven o’clock in the morning already, and daylight was still filtering in over the mountains to the east. Yet it was still really quiet in their immediate area. She heard sounds of people up and moving around close by, but all the campers in their section still seemed to be asleep.
 	The puppy growled.
 	“Hey, don’t be like that. What’s wrong?”
 	That was when she heard the snort.
 	Still a good fifty feet from their RV, Nevvie looked up.
 	Directly behind their RV lay two bison. She hadn’t spotted them earlier because Harley had headed toward the front of the RV.
 	Nevvie froze. “Oh, fuck!” she whispered.
 	The bison, even though lying down, were nearly as tall as her at the shoulder. At least, that was the way it looked to her.
 	Harley growled again. She clamped her hand around the puppy’s snout. “Shh! You want them to stomp us!”
 	She was still standing there, frozen in place and too scared to move closer, a couple of minutes later when Andrew opened the RV door.
 	“Nevvie, are you all—”
 	“Shh!” She pointed at the end of the RV. When he made to step out she frantically waved him back inside. “Bison!” she hissed.
 	Looking perplexed, he stepped inside and closed the door.
 	Thirty seconds later, she heard Tyler scream, “What?” inside the RV. Under nearly any other circumstance, it would have been funny to her, the way his footfalls echoed down the length of the RV as he ran to the door. It exploded open.
 	She held her palm up to him and pointed at the bison again.
 	“I know, love!” he whispered. “Get in here! They’re dangerous!”
 	She gave him the you-are-a-total-dumbass look and shook her head. She was not walking back to the RV.
 	She just wasn’t sure what the hell she was supposed to do.
 	That was when the sound of a truck caught her attention. She looked over her shoulder and, with no small measure of relief, spotted a green Park Service truck rolling her way.
 	Carefully, she slowly backed up, allowing the ranger to pull between her and the bison. He reached over and opened the passenger door for her. “Are you all right, ma’am?” he asked.
 	“Yes,” she said. “Just rattled.”
 	He laughed. “Is that your panicked-looking husband hanging out the door of that RV over there?”
 	“Yes, that’s my dumbass.” She shooed him back inside. Tyler frowned, but withdrew into the RV and closed the door.
 	“What now?” she asked.
 	He shifted the vehicle into park. “I have people on the way. We’ll just sit here so I can keep an eye on them. Once we get them to move, you can get out.”
 	“Thank you so much. I didn’t even see them when I walked out. It wasn’t until I turned around I realized they were there.”
 	“Yeah, they can be really quiet when they want to be. You did the right thing not going back. They probably ignored you because you were walking away from them and they didn’t perceive you or your dog to be a threat.”
 	She hugged the puppy closer to her. “I’m just glad it wasn’t a bear.”
 	“Well, that’s why I was already out here. We had a report of one at the other end of the campground, but we spooked him back out.”
 	Two more Park Service vehicles rolled up. It took three men and ten minutes, but eventually they persuaded the bison to get up and leave the area.
 	“Okay, ma’am. It’s safe now.”
 	As Nevvie got out, she saw people exiting RVs all around them. Now she felt like the dumbass. Of course it was quiet. No one had wanted to be the ones to get gored by the bison.
 	Tyler burst out of the RV and ran over to her. In the open doorway, Andrew had a hold of Adam’s arm, preventing the boy from running out after his father.
 	“Mommy!” Adam happily squealed. “Did you see the bison? I took pictures! They didn’t eat Harley, did they?”
 	“Love, are you all right?” Tyler said.
 	“Jesus, yes, I’m fine. You saw me sitting in the truck. Duh.” She looked around him to call out to Adam. “Harley’s fine. Bison don’t eat dogs. You stay right there. Don’t you dare leave that RV!”
 	The ranger laughed. “You folks have a good day.”
 	“Thank you.”
 	She headed back to the RV with a very nervous Tyler close behind. She handed the puppy to him. “Here. Take him. I need coffee.” She climbed into the RV. “Well, I don’t need it to wake up, because now I’m completely wide awake, thank you very much. But I want it.” She made herself a mug and slid into the dinette while Tyler handed Harley over to Adam.
 	Andrew laughed. “That certainly was a bit of excitement.”
 	“Dad!” Tyler said, obviously distraught. “How can you laugh? She could have been killed!”
 	Mindful of Adam, Nevvie quickly used the shut-up-right-now voice on Tyler. “No, I wasn’t going to be killed or even hurt.” She looked at Adam. “I followed the rules. I didn’t get close to the bison.” Andrew sat down in the dinette opposite Nevvie.
 	The little boy frowned. “But you went outside, Mommy.”
 	“Yes, because Mommy was foolish for not looking around first. I learned a lesson. Do you know what that lesson is?”
 	Adam appeared to chew on that for a moment, then the little boy smiled. “Don’t wake Daddy up and tell him there’s bison outside or he’ll scream like a girl?”
 	Tyler handed Andrew a paper towel to clean up the sprayed coffee Nevvie choked all over him as she started laughing. Then he drew a cup of water and handed it to her.
 	“Here, love.”
 	She put it on the table. She was still trying to laugh and choke and cough all at the same time.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	After breakfast, Nevvie left everyone else at the RV and went to the general store to pick up some groceries and supplies. Before going inside, however, she had to call Tom.
 	“Hey, baby girl. How’s Yellowstone?”
 	“First of all, how’s Pete?”
 	“They moved him to a room this morning. He’s still bitching up a storm that he’s only allowed clear liquids though. So all in all, I’d say he’s doing damn good.”
 	“That’s a relief.”
 	“Yeah. And the storm might fizzle out after all. I’m still going to board up their house, though. Just in case. I finished ours last night.”
 	“Bet your morning wasn’t as eventful as mine.”
 	“Oh? Why? What’d Tyler do now? And does he still have his nuts?”
 	“Yeah, but first, where are you?”
 	“I’m here with Pete and Eddie in the room. Why?”
 	“Put it on speakerphone.”
 	“Hold on.” She heard a click. Then the line sounded different. “Okay, Nevvie. We can hear you.”
 	“Hey, Pete. How you doing?”
 	“Just peachy, babe. You kill Ty yet?”
 	“Not yet.”
 	“I heard about your little addition. And, uh, your bath.” The sound of his laughter made her want to cry happy tears.
 	“Yeah, well, you ready for something else?”
 	“So, you saying I need to hit my morphine button before I start laughing?”
 	Eddie chimed in. “I’ll hit it.” She heard a beep.
 	“Okay,” Nevvie said. “You know how all good stories usually start with ‘once upon a time’?”
 	All three men said, “Yeah?” in unison.
 	She said, “This one starts with, ‘You’re not gonna fucking believe this…’”
 	By the time she finished the story, the three men were howling with laughter, interspersed with Pete saying, “Ow! Ow!”
 	“Wow, Nevvie,” Eddie said. “I’m surprised you haven’t shipped him out to Seattle yet.”
 	“Not yet. I’ve thought about it. Haven’t done it yet.” But she smiled because at least she knew if Pete sounded that good, he was on the mend.
 	After finally saying good-bye, she hung up and sat there for a minute, smiling. Maybe I should write a book. I could call it You Ain’t Gonna Believe This.
 	 
 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 
 	Fortunately for Nevvie’s and Tyler’s nerves, there were no more you-won’t-fucking-believe-this moments for the next couple of days. Pete was sent home, the storm was downgraded to a tropical depression that hit the Keys, and Tom called Nevvie to let her know he’d booked his flights to return to Bozeman and would arrive there at two o’clock the next afternoon.
 	She breathed a sigh of relief. They would still have several days in the park, so Tom wouldn’t miss everything.
 	Early the next morning, she left Tyler, Andrew, and the boys at the campground and headed north. She’d have to wind around the park’s main road to reach the North Entrance, and from that point on she knew how long it would take her to reach Bozeman. But the gorgeous drive was worth it. Tyler planned to spend the morning working, and Andrew would keep the boys entertained with games and movies.
 	Nevvie found a parking space and walked into the terminal. After consulting the arrivals board, she found she still had at least twenty minutes before Tom’s flight arrived. She sat and made herself comfortable.
 	When he walked out into the terminal, she smiled and rushed over to greet him. She went to hug him, but he put a hand out.
 	“What’s wrong?” she asked.
 	He pretended to be sniffing. “Just checking.” He grinned.
 	She playfully swatted him on the arm. He engulfed her in a hug.
 	“You okay, baby girl?”
 	“I’m fine.”
 	“I’ve got to get my checked bag and we can head out of here. I need lunch though. I’m starving.”
 	Once they were back in the car and heading east, he stretched back in his seat, cheeseburger in hand. “So, is he still alive? Or when we get back to the camper will Dad be claiming he got eaten by a bear or something?”
 	“No, he’s still alive. Since the bison incident, it’s been fine. We’ve had fun.”
 	“You did good, Nevvie. I’m proud of you.”
 	She felt herself blush. “I didn’t do anything. Well, except not kill Tyler. I should get brownie points for that.”
 	“That’s what I mean.” He finished his burger and yawned. “Thank you for driving. I’m exhausted.” He winced. “Crap.”
 	“What?”
 	“I meant to dump all our mail in another bag and bring it, too, so Evil Genius can sort through it. We’re going to be buried by the time we get home.”
 	“That bad, huh?”
 	“Yeah. We’re up to four of those grocery bags full.”
 	“Well, I’m not going to worry about it.” She reached over and patted his thigh. He laced his fingers through hers. “I just want us to enjoy the last few days here before we head for Seattle.”
 	“We are so not letting him drive in Seattle,” Tom said.
 	“I haven’t been letting him drive, period. He looked a little green when he saw some of the drop-offs anyway.”
 	“I thought he might. I specifically meant in Seattle traffic though. I’ve been there a couple of times. It’s a nightmare.” He squeezed her hand and turned to look at her. “Thank you, Nev. I want to say it out loud. Thank you for being so dependable. I love you.”
 	“Aw, I love you, too, Tommy. Don’t make me start bawling like a girl.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They stopped in Livingston for nonperishables and additional puppy supplies. Nevvie also picked up a new pair of sneakers. Once they got to the park, Tom spent the drive through it amazed. “I’ve never been out here before. It’s gorgeous.”
 	“Wait’ll you see Old Faithful. It’s amazing! Not just the way it looks, but the roar, and the smell!”
 	He looked at her with a playful grin.
 	“Not that kind of smell,” she clarified. “Well, okay, sort of that kind of smell, only not so bad.”
 	It was late in the afternoon when they pulled into the campground. Their brood was sitting outside at a picnic table next to their RV. Tyler looked up from his laptop.
 	“Poppa!” Adam raced over to him with Harley carefully clutched in his arms. “This is Harley!”
 	“Ah, so this is the fierce, bison-fighting dog, huh?” he teased.
 	Adam laughed. “No, Poppa. But Daddy squealed at them.”
 	Tyler walked over. “Haha, yes, very amusing, son.” He kissed Tom, then Nevvie. “Glad to have you back.” He grabbed Tom’s suitcase. “The family’s all together again.”
 	“And now I can take a pain pill,” Tom muttered under his breath.
 	“Bad?” Nevvie asked.
 	He nodded.
 	“Don’t worry,” Tyler said. “Dinner is ready. I made baked ziti.”
 	“Thank you,” Nevvie said, hugging him.
 	After dinner, Tom stretched out in their bed with Adam and the puppy to watch a DVD they’d purchased about the park’s geysers. Tom fell asleep five minutes into it. Nevvie, Tyler, and Andrew were sitting in the living room when Adam walked out, carrying Harley. “Poppa’s asleep,” he said. “I think he’s tired.”
 	Nevvie pulled him into her lap. “He’s very tired. Why don’t we call it an early night so Poppa and all of us can get our rest? I’ll put a movie on out here, if Grandpa doesn’t mind, and you can go to sleep watching it.”
 	“Grandpa doesn’t mind at all,” Andrew said. “Come on, pick one out and I’ll put it on for you.”
 	Nevvie and Tyler said good night and joined Tom in the bedroom. He’d fallen asleep in the middle of the bed, so Nevvie and Tyler piled in on either side, cuddling up to him, their hands on his chest.
 	Finally, her family was together again.

 


Chapter Fifteen
	Nevvie looked around the RV one more time for anything else they might need for the kids. They would only be spending three nights in the hotel in Seattle, but it felt like an aggravation to have to pack up and go. She had to admit, despite their hiccups, the RV had been a good choice. It was nice not having to pack and unpack all the time, plus being able to cook and eat healthy and not at a restaurant for every single meal.
 	Tyler got to work, the boys got to see the country, they all got to spend time together and with Andrew, and they hadn’t killed each other.
 	Yet.
 	That was a huge mark in the win category as far as she was concerned.
 	“Okay, I think that’s everything,” Nevvie said.
 	“If we’ve forgotten anything, I’ll come back and get it,” Tyler said.
 	Both Nevvie and Tom looked at him. “When, Evil Genius?” Tom said with disbelief. “You’re booked solid the whole weekend.”
 	He looked a little abashed. “Oh. That’s true. I’m sorry.”
 	Nevvie rolled her eyes, but smiled and kissed him. “That’s okay. You did good.”
 	“Truly?”
 	“Yes. Despite leaving me and Dad in Mitchell—” Harley’s barking interrupted her. “And acquiring a puppy—”
 	“And bathing you in sh—poop,” Tom added with a grin and watching his language, aware Adam was listening.
 	She nodded. “Thanks for reminding me, Tommy. As I was saying, despite all that, this has been fun.”
 	Tyler practically beamed. “I’m so glad, sweetheart.”
 	Adam looked up from where he held Harley’s leash. “The hotel won’t make me leave Harley outside, will they, Mommy?”
 	“No, baby. I already called them. And we’ve got the crate to put him in when we’re not there, so he won’t make a mess in the room.”
 	With Nevvie driving, they made their way through downtown Seattle traffic that made Tampa’s afternoon rush hour look like a desolate stretch of I-90 at midnight in South Dakota by comparison. At the hotel, Tyler gently shooed Nevvie out of the way when she tried to help unload the car. “Go check us in, love. Tom and I will do this.”
 	“Okay. Thanks.”
 	He smiled. “Love, you have put up with more than your fair share of aggravation this trip. It’s the least I can do for you.”
 	She laughed. “You’re right. It is.” She got them checked in, two rooms next to each other. Andrew had volunteered to take the second room with the boys and Harley, giving the other three adults some much-needed—and welcomed—alone time.
 	Up in the rooms, Nevvie stared, awestruck, at the bathroom. “It’s got a tub! Yay! I can soak!” It would be a welcomed relief to take as long a shower as she wanted without having to worry about using up all their fresh water or filling up the dump tank. And she could stretch out and take a long, hot bath!
 	Tyler walked in behind her, helping Tom pull the luggage cart. “I do believe she has first dibs on the tub.
 	“Duh, Evil Genius. I think she’s more than earned a spa day.”
 	“I don’t want a spa day,” Nevvie said from inside the bathroom, where she’d stepped into the tub and sat down to try it on for size. “I just want a long, hot, uninterrupted bath.”
 	“I think we can handle that, love,” Tyler said.
 	“In fact,” Nevvie said, “I want it tonight. You all go out to eat and take the kids. Me and Harley will stay here and order room service.”
 	Tom walked into the bathroom. “Your wish is our command, Mistress.”
 	She giggled. “Honestly? I think I’m too tired for that tonight. I just want a long, hot bath. Besides, it’s only Thursday. We have two more nights here for that.”
 	“True.”
 	Tyler stepped into the bathroom. “Then in that case, I’ll help Dad get the boys ready, and we’ll leave you to your ablutions, love.”
 	Nevvie snickered. “My, you come to a book fair, and suddenly you’re speakin’ all fancy like.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie thoroughly enjoyed her alone time and fancy room service dinner. She’d nearly fallen asleep by the time everyone returned three hours later.
 	The next morning, she felt a thousand times better. Tom was back with them, they weren’t driving around in the RV for a couple of days, and Tyler was out of her hair for the better part of two whole days. Nevvie and the rest of them would sightsee while Tyler had to work. Friday night, Nevvie and Andrew accompanied Tyler to the book fair’s formal banquet. Tom was supposed to go instead of Andrew, but he volunteered to stay behind with the kids and Harley due to his leg bothering him.
 	Late Saturday afternoon, while Tyler was speaking at a seminar and Tom was catching a quick nap in their room after they’d finished lunch, Nevvie, Andrew, and the boys went to find the book fair coordinator. Tyler had volunteered a two-hour dinner with him as a prize in a charity silent auction, and Nevvie had to collect the information.
 	She was pointed to an information table, where the coordinator stood talking with an older gentleman. She shifted Mikey on her hip while Andrew kept a close eye on Adam.
 	“Ah, Mrs. Paulson,” the coordinator said, “just the woman I needed to see.” She handed Nevvie an envelope. “This is Marcus Van Durben, the auction winner.”
 	The man, tall and thin with steely gray eyes, studied her. Did she catch the hint of a frown before he smiled? She wasn’t sure.
 	He held out his hand. “Mrs. Paulson, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He had some sort of accent, but she couldn’t tell exactly what.
 	“Nice to meet you, Mr. Van Durben.”
 	“Marcus, please.”
 	“All right, Marcus. Congratulations on winning the auction.” Andrew walked over. “Oh, this is my father-in-law, Andrew Paulson.”
 	The man’s eyebrows slightly arched. “Pleasure,” Marcus said, shaking hands with him. “The resemblance is remarkable. And are these your sons, I take it?”
 	“Yes, Mikey and Adam.”
 	“I’ve been a fan of your husband’s work ever since his early days,” Marcus said. Whatever his accent, he sounded well educated. Nevvie got the distinct impression he was an academic. “I actually briefly knew him quite a few years ago, while he still taught at USF. I doubt he’ll remember me, however.”
 	Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Adam doing the gotta-go wiggle. “Well, I’m sure Tyler will enjoy catching up with you at dinner, Marcus.” She stuffed the envelope in the diaper bag and snagged Adam’s hand. “Dad, could you take him back to the room, please? I think he needs to…you know.”
 	“Ah, right, love.” He took Adam’s hand and led him away.
 	Marcus smiled as he watched them walk away. “You must be rather proud of your husband, Mrs. Paulson.”
 	“Yeah, we love him.” She got a whiff of dirty diaper. “Oh, um, I’m sorry, Marcus. This one needs freshened up as well. I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be rude—”
 	He laughed and waved the comment away. “It’s fine, I understand. Your older son looks just like Tyler and his grandfather, doesn’t he?” He reached out and chucked Mikey on the chin. “This little tyke more strongly resembles you.”
 	She wasn’t sure if the guy was up to speed on their living arrangement or not. The more die-hard fans, they didn’t care Tyler was poly, but since this guy had just sprung for a charity auction, she didn’t want to sour Marcus’ impression of Tyler if he wasn’t open-minded. “Thank you, Marcus.” She shook hands with him again. “It was a pleasure meeting you, and I hope you enjoy your dinner tonight.”
 	“Oh, I’m sure I will, madam. I’m sure I will.”
 	Nevvie had a distinct impression there was more subtext to the man’s comments than she was picking up on, but by the time she reached the elevator, she had a five-alarm doo-doo-diaper emergency to take care of. The conversation was pushed out of her mind by her race to the room to get Mikey changed.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	With both boys cleaned up and changed, and Tom awake from his nap, Nevvie, Tom, Andrew, and the boys went sightseeing again. Tyler called them when his seminar finished. “So, did anyone bid on my dinner, love?”
 	“Yep. Guy plopped down nearly three grand,” Nevvie told him.
 	“Where are you?”
 	“We’re at the Space Needle.” Tom was explaining the architecture of the building to Adam, how it was able to stay standing without falling over.
 	“Ah, aces. Listen, how about you and Thomas have a romantic dinner alone, and then when all three of us are free we can have a little playtime of our own? This is the last night we’ll be in Seattle.”
 	She turned away from everyone else and dropped her voice. “You’re reading my mind again, Evil Genius.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie, Tyler, and Thomas kissed the boys good-night, hugged Andrew, and started down the hall to catch the elevator. The boys were happy to have Grandpa Andrew all to themselves for the evening. Nevvie and Thomas were looking forward to a nice child-free dinner…and playtime once Tyler finished his obligatory dinner with the auction winner.
 	They waited for the slow elevator. Nevvie realized she needed to use the bathroom. “Go on down, I’ll be right there.”
 	Tyler smiled and pulled her in for a kiss. “Go ahead, pet. Thomas can stay with you. I’ll be fine.” The elevator chose that moment to slide open and he stepped inside with a wink to them. “I’ll be wanting to play later, loves.”
 	Tom grinned. “Then go hurry the heck up. Don’t spend all night talking shop.”
 	Tom walked Nevvie back to their room. She unlocked the door, then swore.
 	“What’s wrong, baby girl?”
 	“I didn’t give Tyler the paperwork!” She turned and handed the envelope to Tom. “The guy’s name is Marcus something or other.”
 	She didn’t understand the dark shadow that crossed Tom’s face. “Marcus?”
 	“Yeah. Nice guy, older man. Said he actually met Ty before, years ago. Doubted Ty would remember him.” She walked into the bathroom. “Please run that downstairs to him. I’ll be down in just a minute.”
 	Thomas couldn’t control the adrenaline spike racing through him as he walked back to the elevator. His hands shook as he ripped open the envelope and looked through the papers until he found the name. A name he hadn’t heard in years.
 	It couldn’t be. It has to be a coincidence. Has to be.
 	Marcus Van Durben.
 	Tom felt sick to his stomach. He angrily punched the elevator button, then pushed through the stairwell door and raced downstairs.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tyler walked across the lobby and stepped into the restaurant’s foyer. The host was talking to two uniformed cops who were there waiting on their takeout order from the Starbucks kiosk that shared the hotel lobby.
 	The host smiled and nodded to Tyler.
 	Tyler mentally winced. Nevvie didn’t give him the info on the auction winner. Well, no matter. The reservation was in his name anyway, so that was all right.
 	When it was his turn, Tyler stepped forward and gave his name. The host nodded and consulted his list. “Ah, yes sir. Your other party is already here and has been seated. I’ll take you to the table.”
 	Blast. He glanced toward the elevators. No Nevvie. Oh well, he could wing it. He followed the host across the restaurant. A man was seated at the table, his back to Tyler.
 	When Tyler stepped around and extended his hand, his smile froze in place as a twenty-year-old nightmare stared him in the face.
 	Marcus smiled up at him. “Hello, boy. Long time, no see.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom raced down the stairs, hoping to get there before Marcus showed up. He had to warn Tyler. Fuck, he’d personally pay the asshole double what he paid for the auction just to stay out of their lives.
 	One of the worst memories of his life, besides his father dying, Nevvie’s attack, and getting the news that Tyler had his heart attack, was sitting on the floor in Tyler’s condo so many years ago, holding Tyler while he’d sobbed after admitting what had happened, what Marcus had done to him.
 	The older man, Ty’s first relationship with a man, had fucked Tyler, literally and mentally, and then walked off without a glance back.
 	Tom burst through the lobby door and scanned the area, looking for Ty. Ignoring the irritated looks of others, he raced across the space to the restaurant and pushed his way past the host and two cops standing there talking.
 	His heart pounded so fast he couldn’t tell one beat from another. Then he spotted Tyler, a sick look on his face, taking a seat on the far side of the restaurant.
 	He’d never thought he’d have a chance to make good on his old promise to Ty, the one he’d made that night while holding him.
 	Now, it looked like he might.

 


Chapter Sixteen
	Tyler’s gut clenched as Marcus’ eyes lingered on him. The man looked good, well-preserved for the twenty years that had passed. His hair held more gray, a few more lines around his eyes, but he was still handsome.
 	Damn him.
 	“Sit down, Tyler,” Marcus purred. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
 	“What the bloody hell do you want?”
 	Marcus feigned innocence. “I lent my support to a good cause. I couldn’t pass up an opportunity to spend an evening with an old friend in the process. What could be better?” His eyes hardened as his voice dropped. “You never forget your first, do you? I know I’ve never forgotten you, boy. Please, sit.”
 	His hand trembling, Tyler pulled out the chair and took a seat.
 	“There, now we’ll have a nice friendly chat, won’t we?”
 	It struck Tyler that this man had met Nevvie, and his father. Perhaps had shaken hands with both. The possibility that Marcus had touched his angel, much less spoken to her, even innocently, sickened him. “I doubt that very much.”
 	“I’ve missed you. I wish things could have been different between us.”
 	Tyler caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Tom race up.
 	Tom took a look at Marcus. “Is this him? Is this that Marcus? The asshole you told me about?”
 	Tyler didn’t understand the anger in Tom’s face at first. He’d never before seen that level of rage in his lover.
 	Marcus arched an eyebrow at Tom, his glance falling on the silver chain around Tom’s neck. “And you are?”
 	Tom’s voice dropped to a low growl. “I’m his husband, that’s who, asshole. And I’ve got a twenty-fucking-year-old bone to pick with you.”
 	The night in his condo when he confessed to Tom came back to Tyler with crystal clear clarity. As Tyler stood, so did Marcus, who took a step toward Tom. He was only an inch taller than Tom. He also dropped his voice. “I don’t take kindly to slaves copping an attitude with me, boy.”
 	Tyler’s control snapped. He started for Marcus, but Tom beat him to it, nailing Marcus in the jaw and putting him on his ass. Tyler tried to hold him back. As other diners shouted in alarm, the two cops raced over and grabbed Tom, pushing him to the floor and cuffing him.
 	The restaurant manager and one of the cops helped Marcus stand. The older man rubbed his jaw and grinned at Tyler. “So the boy has a boy, hmm? I never would have thought it of you.”
 	“Shut your bloody gob!”
 	“What the hell is going on!” Nevvie’s voice broke through Tyler’s mental paralysis. She’d finally made it downstairs. “I stop to pee and the world goes crazy!” Then she spotted Tom’s hands cuffed behind him. “Tommy? Oh my God, what’s going on?”
 	The cop restraining Tom yanked him to his feet. “Come on. You get a trip to the station. We saw the whole thing.”
 	Nevvie’s eyes widened. “What? What the hell?”
 	The second cop put a hand out to stop her from stepping forward. “Ma’am, you need to stay back—”
 	“That’s my husband!”
 	Tyler spoke up. “Surely you’re not arresting him?”
 	The cop started forcing Tom toward the front of the restaurant. “Assault. We’ll need you all to come down to file a report.”
 	Marcus smiled at Tyler, chilling him. “Officers, I’m not injured. There’s no harm done. I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a mix-up. Could we talk in the lobby, please?”
 	“You don’t want to press charges?” the second cop asked.
 	“Let’s go talk out in the lobby, shall we?” Marcus suggested.
 	Tyler shushed Nevvie, took her hand, and led her out of the restaurant. One of the cops parked Tom on a bench in the atrium outside the restaurant, his hands still cuffed behind him.
 	Marcus smiled at the other officer. “I’m afraid there was a bit of a misunderstanding. All I’d like to do is continue my evening, as planned, with Mr. Paulson.” He focused a pointed look on Tyler. “I’m sure Mr. Paulson doesn’t want to spend all night at a police station, and neither do I.”
 	Tom tried to stand, but the cop put a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do it, Ty! I’d rather go to jail than have him anywhere near you. Just take Nevvie and go back upstairs and call Bob for me. He’ll know what to do.”
 	Marcus crooked his finger at Tyler and motioned him away from the others. He dropped his voice. “Your choice, boy. Just to talk, and nothing more. I want my two promised hours, that’s all. We can go up to my room.”
 	“Why are you doing this to me?”
 	“Because I want to talk to you.” He glanced at Nevvie, who was in tears. “She’s beautiful. So you’re poly, hmm? Interesting. Wish I’d known that before. I would have gladly taken you back to Brussels with me.”
 	Tyler’s face burned as the thought flashed through his brain that, at the time, he would have willingly gone, too. “Don’t you talk about them! Don’t you even fucking look at them!”
 	Marcus focused his steely gray eyes on Tyler. “Then give me a reason to assure the cops I’m not pressing charges.” A smile curved his lips. Tyler wondered how the hell he’d ever mistaken that predatory gleam for anything even remotely sexy. “It’s your choice, boy.”
 	“Don’t call me that!”
 	“What would you have me call you, then? That’s what you are.” His gaze hardened. “Do you share her? Or do they share you?”
 	“Stop it!”
 	“Then come with me upstairs to talk in private. It’s as simple as that, and we can let the police get on with their evening as well.”
 	Tom tried to stand again. “Ty, don’t,” he called out to him. “I can handle this. I can deal with this. Bob’ll get me a lawyer out here and I’ll fight it. Don’t let the fucker mess with your head! I don’t want you alone with him!”
 	Marcus stepped closer and murmured in Tyler’s ear. “He obviously loves you very much. Imagine taking those two beautiful children to visit their daddy in jail. Make no mistake, I will press charges if you don’t come upstairs with me.”
 	Swallowing a wave of nausea, Tyler forced a smile he knew wasn’t fooling Tom. “It’s all right, loves. I’ll just go talk with him for a little while, right?”
 	Tom shook his head. “Ty, please, don’t—”
 	“It’s all right, Thomas.”
 	Marcus smiled at the cops. “Please, it’s okay. Just let him go. There’s no trouble here.”
 	“Are you sure, sir? We saw him hit you.”
 	“Yes, I’m quite sure. I’m not pressing any charges. I’m afraid it was just a misunderstanding. It’s quite all right.”
 	Tyler walked over to Tom while the cop uncuffed him. Tom rubbed his wrists while Nevvie leaned over and hugged him. “What the hell happened?” she asked.
 	Tyler wrapped his arms around both of them. “It’s all right. I shall return to our room in a couple of hours.”
 	Tom’s arms encircled Tyler’s waist. “Please, Ty, don’t let him fuck with your mind like this!”
 	He pressed his lips to Tom’s forehead. “It’s all right, love,” he whispered. “I’m not the man I was. I can handle this. I’m all yours, never fear.”
 	Nevvie wanted answers. “Tyler, please tell me what’s going on!”
 	He kissed her. “Angel,” he whispered in her ear, “I shall tell you later. Let me handle this first, then we shall talk. Take Thomas upstairs and don’t let him leave our room until I return.” He kissed her before stepping back.
 	Tom stood and slipped his arm around Nevvie’s waist, his gaze hard as he looked at Marcus. “He’s our husband, asshole. Don’t you dare fuck with him.”
 	Marcus smiled. “I’m not sure what you mean, boy, but never fear. You shall get him back in one piece.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Marcus led the way up to his room, not speaking the entire way. Tyler tried not to think, tried not to anticipate.
 	Tried not to remember.
 	He firmly fixed in his mind the picture he carried in his wallet, the family photo of all of them with Andrew. They were his family. They were his life. No old demon returned from a metaphorical grave would ever be able to take that away from him no matter how painful his torment.
 	At the door, Marcus unlocked it and pushed it open. “After you.”
 	Tyler’s jaw clenched as he walked into the room. Marcus tossed his room key onto the dresser and rubbed his jaw. “Well, that was interesting, to say the least. Certainly not the way I envisioned our reunion after all these years.”
 	Tyler walked over to the windows and stared out at the skyline. “How did you envision it?”
 	“Frankly? I had hoped for some quiet conversation and possibly even the most remote of chances to reconcile.”
 	Tyler’s jaw dropped in shock as he turned. “Surely you’re not serious? What was there to reconcile? You seduced me, fucked me, and then literally got up and walked out the door after failing to tell me up front that was our last time together! You took advantage of me!”
 	“I do regret that. I realize that could have hurt you.”
 	Tyler stared, dumbfounded.
 	Marcus looked at the floor. “I’ve followed your career with great—”
 	“No. You bloody well do not get to say something as stupid and asinine as that to me and then skip along to the next topic of conversation! I am also most certainly not your boy. I am not who I was. Literally, an entire life has happened since I last saw you. Frankly, while in the beginning I hate to admit I wished you hadn’t left, I haven’t given thought to you in years.”
 	Tyler barely heard Marcus’ next comment. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you.”
 	“Bollocks!”
 	“It’s true.” Marcus heavily sat on the bed and looked at him. “I did reconcile with Jean-Claude when I returned to Brussels. We had many good years together. But I always regretted walking out your door that night. Not grasping the chance to stay and be with you. I was scared to take the risk when I had familiar comfort waiting for me at home. It seemed like all the signs were calling me back. A chance to work for the semester and receive in essence double pay, a chance to return to Jean-Claude, all of it pulling against what I felt for you after having just met you. Although I realize, in retrospect, you had no way of knowing how I felt. My actions certainly didn’t reflect my feelings.”
 	Stunned, Tyler couldn’t respond.
 	Marcus smiled, but gone was the predatory charm. It looked like the sad smile of a regretful old man who’d finally realized the past had not only caught up with him, but passed him by. “He died last year. Cancer. He was only a year older than you. He died way too young.” He looked down at his hands.
 	“I’m sorry,” Tyler whispered. He was too shocked to manage any other volume.
 	“I spent our life together making it up to him, for leaving the way I did. I admit it.” He heavily sighed. “I was still a young, stupid man, even in my middle age. I hurt not only the man who loved me, but I hurt a man I quickly came to love. Caught between the Devil and the deep blue sea, I chose the Devil over seeing if I could swim or not. It was a safe choice, although I’m not sure it was the best one for all involved.”
 	Tyler knew he had to breathe, but it felt damn near impossible with that emotional sucker punch.
 	Marcus turned the full force of his steely gaze on him again. “Yes, I admit it. Part of me hoped beyond hope before meeting your wife at the auction today that I would meet with you tonight, take the tongue-lashing I well deserved, then be able to pick up and possibly move forward from there. With you.”
 	“You’re mad!”
 	“No, I’m lonely. Don’t think I don’t know what the rest of my life looks like.” He kicked off his shoes. “I spent the past five years taking care of him, through surgeries and radiation and chemo. We had a running joke about him having a doctor’s note to top from the bottom without repercussion.” He studied his hands. “He never threw it in my face, what I did with you. I was honest. I told him about you when I returned to Brussels. He forgave me and I didn’t deserve him. He was as devoted to me as your bo—” He caught himself and took a breath. “As devoted as your husband seems to be to you.”
 	“I spent a lot of years hating you.”
 	“Apparently, so has your husband.” He rubbed his jaw again. “Tell him I’m sorry, by the way, for that. And I’m sorry for forcing you up here to talk. I would not have had him arrested, even if you’d refused to talk with me.”
 	Tyler’s heart hardened even further. “Then why couldn’t you have been honest down there?”
 	“I was too startled. You wouldn’t have talked to me any other way. Your husband wouldn’t have let you talk to me. Admit it.” He stood and walked over to the minibar. “You don’t have to stay the entire time. I just wanted a few minutes of your time.”
 	“If you met Nevvie this morning at the auction, then you knew bloody well I was married. Why still go through with this charade? Or bloody hell, if you followed my career, didn’t you see I was married and poly?”
 	He shrugged as he took a pull from a beer he’d removed from the minibar fridge. “I’m a foolish man. What can I say? I had no idea if that was real or fiction on the website. Until I met your wife this morning. I’m also desperate not to die alone. I’d always thought it would be the other way around, Jean-Claude taking care of me.” He sadly smiled. “You’re a damned lucky man. Not one, but two people who love you. And children. You’ve come a long way from the man I knew.”
 	“I haven’t been that man in decades, thanks in no small part to what you put me through.”
 	“When did you reconcile with your father? I met him earlier, too, with your wife.”
 	Tyler reddened. Why was he even having this conversation? He could walk out the door. “Nevvie tracked him down and engineered a surprise meeting after I recovered from my heart attack. It turns out my mother lied about why he left.”
 	“When I knew you, you were a desperately unhappy man. Have you finally found happiness?”
 	“It took a while and another failed marriage after you left, but yes, I did. I met Thomas. Then Nevvie came into our lives.”
 	“She would kill for you, too, I have no doubt.” That sly smile again. “Obviously Thomas knows who I am. I wondered if when I met her if she knew who I was, but you haven’t told her anything about me, have you?”
 	“No. I never had a reason to tell her. She knows nothing about that period of my life.” He turned to the windows again as the silence lay between them. “You could have contacted me, apologized to me for leaving. You had my number. You could have gotten in touch with me at any time through Terry and Bob.”
 	Marcus laughed without humor. “No, I couldn’t. I know you didn’t tell them exactly what happened, because they said you didn’t. The way you acted, however, apparently spoke volumes. Terry told me how disappointed he was in me to have obviously hurt you. From that point on, he had no contact with me and suggested I not contact you, either.”
 	That was news to Tyler. The fact that his friends chose him over Marcus warmed his heart in a vengeful sort of way. “You could have contacted me through the university. They would have passed me a message at my office.”
 	“Why? I knew you hated me. Or, I suspected you did. I was too busy feeling guilty over that and over what I did to Jean-Claude. I decided it was best to leave it alone rather than compound everyone’s misery.” He took another pull on his beer. “As I said, I’m sorry. That is less than inadequate, but it’s all I have to offer. You deserved better than the treatment I gave you.”
 	Tyler nodded. “Thank you.” To leave, he had to turn and face Marcus one more time, to pass by where he stood, to try to ignore the damned cologne he still wore, the cologne that had haunted him for years, the one he couldn’t buy for Tom because it was too painful a reminder and dredged up memories of a deep bass beat and the noise of the other club goers at the Blue Coconuts. He finally steeled himself to do it.
 	“I wish you the best, Tyler. You’re a damned lucky man.”
 	When Tyler turned, he saw not the nightmare from his past, but a man without hope. An old man sagging under the realization of his truths as they tumbled on top of him. “Thank you. I hope you find happiness.” He hesitated as he passed Marcus, paused, and stuck out his hand. If he couldn’t be this magnanimous, then he was spitting in the face of good karma and the life he enjoyed. “Be well.”
 	Marcus looked at his hand for a moment before he finally shook with him. “Thank you.”
 	Tyler started to go, then reached into his pocket and found a business card. He grabbed a pen off the dresser and scribbled his private e-mail address and phone number on it. “We won’t be home for several weeks, but send me your information and I’ll pass it on to Terry and Bob.” He took a deep breath. “Or if you ever want to just say hi. As a friend.”
 	The other man nodded as he took the card. Did Marcus’ eyes look red? “Thank you. That’s very generous of you.”
 	Tyler left without further comment. As he heard the door close behind him, his soul felt lighter. Generosity, the last thing he ever thought he’d feel toward Marcus.
 	It felt good because he knew it meant the demon had finally been exorcised for good.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Marcus’ room was on the seventh floor while their rooms were on the sixth. Tyler opted to take the stairs. When he opened their room door, he saw Thomas sitting on the bed. Nevvie stood in front of him, hugging him to her. Both looked startled to see him walk in. They rushed over to him, tightly embracing him.
 	Tom buried his face against Tyler’s neck. “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. “I’m so fucking glad to see you! I was afraid we’d never see you again.”
 	Surprised, Tyler held Thomas back at arm’s length to look at him. “Why?”
 	Tom’s sweet brown eyes looked red, like he was close to tears or had been crying. He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter now.”
 	“Yes, it does. Remember your promise to me that night?”
 	Nevvie crossed her arms. “What. The. Hell? Would you two please tell me what is going on?”
 	The men didn’t look at her, just continued holding each other’s gaze for a long moment. Tom’s finally dropped. “I couldn’t help it, Ty. I’m sorry. The thought of him… I know how much it hurt you, okay? And you’re not the only one with issues.”
 	“I’m going to bean both of you jerks in a minute,” Nevvie snarked.
 	Tyler grabbed her hand and gently squeezed. “Just a moment, angel. I promise. I owe you a full explanation.” His gaze never left Thomas. “Love, did you honestly think I would ever even consider it?” he gently asked. “You told me years ago that you wouldn’t even share space with him in my head, remember? And I’ve stuck to that.” He leaned in and kissed Thomas. “Come on, love. Let’s change clothes, order a pizza, and you and I can tell our angel the story. I suppose it’s long overdue.”
 	Nevvie tried to get him to fess up sooner, but he refused, wouldn’t be rushed. Once their pizza arrived and they were cuddled together in bed, Tyler in the center, he kissed Thomas, then Nevvie, and told her the story.
 	“I was young. He was a friend of Terry and Bob’s, staying with them in the States for a few months on sabbatical from his teaching job at a university in Brussels. He was older than me, and I was just out of my divorce from Erin. He quickly sensed what buttons to push. I was more than willing to let him.”
 	He took a deep breath. Some of this, even Thomas hadn’t heard. “He introduced me to a new lifestyle. He was the first man I ever went all the way with, as it were.”
 	Nevvie’s face darkened. “That’s the son of a bitch? If I’d known that, I would have taken a whack at him myself!” Tyler had only told her in the most vague of terms that his first time with a man had been anything but loving and gentle.
 	“It’s more than that.” He proceeded to tell them about the whole thing, the four evenings with Marcus that ate up a chunk of his self-esteem, along with most of his trust, for several years. The first night when Marcus took Tyler to a BDSM club and introduced him to the Dominance and submission dynamic.
 	Everything. He even told them about his short-lived interlude with Ray and Oot, how they helped him realize more about himself, only in a positive way.
 	At the end of Tyler’s story, Tom looked stunned. Nevvie seemed close to tears. Tyler rested his head on Tom’s shoulder. “You have no idea how well you healed my soul, love,” he whispered as he laced his fingers through Tom’s. “You were everything he wasn’t, and even more, you were all that I needed. You loved me for myself, allowed me to take care of you, and in return, you took care of me, too.”
 	He kissed Tom before he turned to Nevvie. “And you, my darling pet, you were the most angelic of blessings to ever grace our lives. You completed me in ways you could never possibly comprehend. And you’ve made Thomas happy in a way I never could have, even though he would have been content to live only with me for the rest of his life.”
 	She snuggled tightly against Tyler’s side, reached across him, and found Tom’s other hand. “So we’re basically three…what are they called? Switches?”
 	Tyler laughed. “Yes, love, it would seem so.” He nuzzled Tom’s head. “How have you put up with me for so long?”
 	Tom sat up and draped an arm around Tyler’s shoulders. “Because you’ve put up with me, sugar. I got the better end of the bargain. You just haven’t woke up and realized it yet.”
 	Nevvie cleared out the remnants of their dinner and they snuggled together again.
 	“Would you mind if I made a request, loves?” Tyler started.
 	“What’s that?” Tom asked.
 	Tyler looked at Tom, then at Nevvie. “How about I put myself into both of your hands for the evening? Perhaps it’s far past time I took my turn at being the little slave boy.”
 	Nevvie pouted. “You said I’d always be your little slave and you’d always be my Master.” They both looked at Tom.
 	He grinned. “Cool. I get the driver’s seat tonight!”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Before they did anything, Nevvie went next door to check on the boys. She stayed with them while Andrew took Harley downstairs for a walk. When she returned to their room, she found Tom had pinned Tyler down on the bed, his body stretched out over him, kissing him.
 	“Mmm. You started without me. That’s not fair.” She quickly stripped and joined them.
 	“No,” Tom said, “we were waiting on you. I haven’t started fucking him yet.” From the way his rigid cock stuck out from his body, she knew it’d happen sooner rather than later. “Baby girl, get up there at the head of the bed and spread ’em. Ty, you roll over and show our girl a good time.”
 	He got up off Tyler. As Tyler rolled over to do it, Tom smacked him on the ass. “You’re going to be the filling in the sandwich tonight buddy.”
 	Tyler wore a grin as he climbed up the bed and kissed her. Then he dropped down between her spread legs and used his thumbs to spread her labia apart.
 	“Mmm, you’re already wet, love.”
 	“Yeah, well, coming back to two handsome guys getting it on in bed’ll do that to me, ya know.”
 	She couldn’t say anything else because Tyler buried his face between her legs and started licking her clit.
 	Tom left the bed and returned a moment later with some supplies. He pulled Tyler up onto his knees. Nevvie had buried her hands in Tyler’s soft hair, barely able to keep her eyes open over the delicious things Tyler was doing to her pussy, and wanting to watch Tom sink his beautiful cock into Tyler’s ass.
 	Tyler’s eyes dropped closed, however, and he moaned into Nevvie’s pussy. Tom reached under Tyler and fisted his cock. “Ooh, Nev, he’s rock hard,” Tom joked.
 	Nevvie’s breath caught in her throat as Tom’s sweet brown gaze met and held hers. She watched as, with his other hand, he drizzled lube down the seam of Tyler’s ass and started working a finger into his rim.
 	Tyler moaned again, even louder, and fucked his tongue deeply inside Nevvie’s cunt.
 	That tripped her button. She dug her nails into his scalp and held on, pulling his face hard into her mound and rocking her hips in time with his tongue. Only when she was gasping for breath did she relax her grip on him.
 	Tom let go of Tyler’s cock and smacked his ass again. “Did I tell you to stop sucking her clit?”
 	Tyler glanced up at her with a wicked expression. Then he grabbed her hips with his hands and held on tight, redoubling his efforts and soon sending her over the edge again. There were few feelings more delicious than Tyler’s hot, skilled tongue sliding up and down her clit.
 	“That’s better,” Tom said. “Get her nice and wet and if you’re a good boy, I’ll let you fuck her when I’m done with your sweet ass.”
 	Tyler’s eyes dropped closed again. He let out another moan and wiggled his hips at Tom.
 	How had I missed this before? There wasn’t much different in their dynamic tonight, but any time Tyler was in the middle of them, he always seemed to mentally go to this sublime place. Even his body language screamed how happy he was.
 	She stroked his hair. Okay, so she could play along. “That’s right, Ty. Suck my clit really good, and maybe we’ll reward you.”
 	He let out an even louder moan. His fingers dug into her hips harder, holding her firmly in place as he relentlessly flicked at her clit.
 	She closed her eyes and tried to stifle her moan as the next climax hit her, but she’d lost control of her muscles.
 	It took every ounce of her will to force an eye open just in time to see Tom sheath himself in a condom before sliding into Tyler’s ass.
 	Tyler let out a happy groan, the vibrations settling deep inside her drenched cunt and triggering another orgasm.
 	“Oh, yeah,” Tom said as he started fucking Tyler. “I’m going to fuck you good, Ty.”
 	Every thrust bumped Tyler’s eager mouth onto her clit and kept Nevvie spinning through a series of releases she didn’t know if she would survive.
 	“Look at me, Nevvie,” Tom said.
 	She peeled her eyes open and met his gaze.
 	“Come one more time for me, baby.”
 	Tyler nipped her clit and she dug her nails into his scalp again as the orgasm robbed her of conscious will.
 	Tom reached down and pulled Tyler up off her. His eyes had a pleasant, glazed look to them, and her juices coated his lips and chin. “Scoot down, Nevvie,” Tom ordered.
 	She did.
 	“Okay, Ty. Fuck our girl’s brains out.”
 	He easily slid home, and she held on for dear life as Tyler and Tom finally found a seesaw rhythm between them.
 	She heard Tom smack Ty’s ass again. “Come for me, buddy. If you don’t come before I do, you won’t get to come.”
 	Tyler grunted and fucked her harder and faster. She felt one last climax, smaller than the rest but still just as sweet, ripple through her.
 	Tyler let out a cry as his cock exploded inside her. Tom took that as his cue. He pushed Tyler down on top of Nevvie and she enjoyed feeling the entire bed shake as Tom fucked him, hard and fast. Normally, Tom was gentle with Ty and it was her he played wild bronco with. Then Tom moaned and fell still, holding his weight off both of them.
 	She felt Tom move. “You okay, Ty?” he asked, his voice sounding nervous.
 	Tyler laughed, finally opening his eyes to look at Nevvie. “Loves, I’m the best I’ve ever been in my life.”

 


Chapter Seventeen
	The next morning after breakfast, they packed their things and made their way back to the RV.
 	“I never thought I’d ever say this,” Nevvie said, “but you have no idea how glad I am to get back here.”
 	“Yeah, it is sort of like home now, isn’t it?” Tom said.
 	She glanced at him. “Not exactly what I meant, but sure. Let’s go with that.”
 	“I know what you meant, baby girl.” He took the key and unlocked the door. As he opened it, he dropped his voice. Tyler was out of earshot, helping Andrew get the kids out of the car. “I’m sorry I lost my temper last night.”
 	“So much for letting go of stuff, huh, Zen master?” She smiled and gently poked him in the ribs. “Hey, you did good. I’m proud of you.”
 	“Yeah?”
 	“Yeah.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him. “Just think, now we can head for home.” She lowered her voice, too. “Dad said something really cute in Mitchell.”
 	“Yeah?”
 	She leaned in closer. “He wants to ask Mom out on a date when we get back.”
 	A slow grin filled Tom’s face. “No shit?”
 	“No shit.”
 	He took a quick look to where Andrew was lifting Mikey out of the car. “Aw, that would be fantastic, wouldn’t it?”
 	“I thought you were the one telling me not to play matchmaker,” she teased.
 	“Yeah, well, if nature takes its course, I’m damn sure not going to stand in the way.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They made several stops on their trip east through Washington, Idaho, and Montana. They spent almost two days at Little Big Horn, where Tyler got an idea for yet another book and wanted to take in as much of the place as he could.
 	The closer they drew to Sheridan, the more Nevvie found herself wanting to stall for time, stop at every tourist trap along the way, and browse through every souvenir store.
 	Yet when they reached Sheridan six days after leaving Seattle, Nevvie knew she needed to do it. With Andrew in tow, they set out in search of the address.
 	Nevvie turned off the ignition and sat behind the wheel, staring through the windshield at the apartment complex. Rundown didn’t begin to describe it. It looked worse than the Chalmette apartment she’d lost in Katrina, and even worse than the apartment she’d shared in Tampa with Alex before the boys rescued her.
 	It was a shame, because Sheridan was, overall, a pretty town. But every town, no matter how beautiful, has its seedier sections. Somehow, Mary had managed to end up in the sweaty, lint-filled ass crack of it.
 	Andrew reached over and patted her hand, gently squeezing and leaving it there for comfort. He was so good about that. It wasn’t hard to see where Tyler had inherited his compassionate nature.
 	“Are you all right, Nev?”
 	She nodded. “Yeah.” She glanced at the slip of paper where she’d written the address Bob gave them. “It’s just now that I’m here, I’m not so sure I want to do this.”
 	“It’s up to you.”
 	She stared for another moment. Rust-colored paint peeled from some parts of the buildings, exposing a blah-colored tan beneath. Scattered weeds grew in the parking lot, where cars, none of them less than five years old, most of them at least three times older than that, sat parked askew over faded lines.
 	A few ragtag kids played in a nearby vacant lot. If Tyler was writing a stereotypical western small-town slum, this would fit the bill perfectly.
 	Maybe I should take some pictures for him.
 	She wanted to laugh, but couldn’t. The truth was too sad. No doubt Bob’s information was accurate. They paid him to be accurate and he was good at his job.
 	She wasn’t sure how to process the sudden relief she felt that she hadn’t been raised in a place like this. Relief that she had been left behind.
 	“I just need a moment to take it all in,” she said.
 	He nodded and looked around. He had that distinct air about him, patiently waiting. No doubt if she wanted to sit there for six hours or longer, he wouldn’t disturb her until his bladder or bowels were about to explode. Then it would be a polite comment wondering if there was a nearby bathroom.
 	He wouldn’t prod or poke, although he wanted to.
 	“Please,” she softly said, “just say what’s on your mind.”
 	He took a deep breath and then let it out. “Well, one might wonder, if one were of a charitable mindset—which I’m not saying you’re not—how someone could have sunk to this level in their life at their age and still be related.” He looked at her. “Possibly.”
 	She smiled, then started giggling, until it broke out as a full-on laugh that made her feel better for reasons she couldn’t fathom just yet. “You’re as spooky as your son, you know that, Dad?”
 	He smiled. “I try, love.”
 	Nevvie looked at the complex again. It looked like a regular film set for Cops. Or maybe, Meth Labs-R-Us. “I did love her,” she quietly admitted. “She was my mom. Well, I thought she was my mom.”
 	“Of course she was. She adopted you.”
 	“She threw me away.”
 	“I’m sure it’s not as simple as that.” He let out a sad sigh. “Unfortunately, I am rather familiar with that end of the spectrum. Of having to make unpalatable decisions that I know are the lesser of two evils.”
 	Of course he did. Tyler’s mother, Dolores, had forced Andrew to leave when he asked her for a divorce and admitted he was attracted to a man.
 	They sat there in silence for a few more minutes before Nevvie unfastened her seat belt. “I guess if I want to get this over with, I’d better do it.”
 	“And who knows, love. She might not even be there.”
 	She looked at him. “Then I can run like a chicken.” She smiled, getting a laugh out of him.
 	“Did you want me to wait here for you?”
 	She shook her head. “Oh, no you don’t, Dad. You’re coming with me.”
 	“Are you sure?”
 	She reached across the seat and squeezed his hand. “I loved my dad. And I really thought my mom loved me. But once he died…” She didn’t want to think about that loss right now. “You are my dad. Just like Peggy is my mom. Maybe not by blood, but I’ve adopted you. I couldn’t love you any more if I tried. And I need you.”
 	“Thank you.”
 	Together, they found the right building and mounted the stairs to the second floor. She couldn’t help but reach for Andrew’s hand as they walked down to the second apartment from the end. Close up, the apartments appeared even more rundown than they had from the parking lot. The open breezeways looked out on a center courtyard filled with more weeds and parched clay dirt. A few broken and rusted pieces of playground equipment were scattered around like ancient dinosaur skeletons. Across the courtyard, a couple of people sat talking in old lawn chairs in the shade of a tattered awning outside what appeared to be a laundry room. The hot, sunbaked breeze wafted the smell of stale cigarette smoke and soured beer around like a disgruntled ghost.
 	The more she got a look at this place, the more it made her old Tampa apartment look like a five-star Hilton resort.
 	They stopped in front of apartment 234. Nothing remarkable about the door. Cracked and peeling shit-brown paint, and a peephole that looked corroded and so grungy on the outside that Nevvie wondered if you could even see anything through it. A dust-coated window next to the door was covered by an old curtain.
 	She took a deep breath. She’d spent years demonizing this woman. Mary—she couldn’t bear to call her Mom—had let Preacher Jim dump her at a cousin’s house, yet he’d doted on the two sons he’d had with her.
 	While Nevvie had hated the man, if she hadn’t been abandoned, maybe she wouldn’t have been raped when she was eighteen when her car broke down after work one night.
 	Maybe she wouldn’t have met Alex, who nearly killed her.
 	Then again, maybe she wouldn’t have met Tyler and Tom.
 	Andrew squeezed her hand. “We can leave, if you want,” he whispered.
 	She shook her head, pressed her lips tightly together, and with a trembling hand she reached out and knocked.
 	At first, Nevvie wasn’t sure anyone was home. She was trying to decide between knocking again and running like hell when she heard the sound of a chain rattling on the other side of the door.
 	“Crap,” she whispered. Then the door opened.
 	Nevvie didn’t know for sure what she’d expected, but the frail, thin, hunched-over woman hadn’t been on the list of potential options.
 	Mary should be fifty-eight. This woman looked close to eighty, and that was being generous. She looked like she could be Peggy’s mother, even though Peggy was older.
 	“Yes?” The soft, hesitant voice sounded familiar. “Can I help you?”
 	“Mary Barton?” She refused to use her stepfather’s name. Nevvie’s dad was Michael Barton, and if Mary didn’t want to use that name, that was fine with her, but she wouldn’t speak that other man’s name.
 	The woman’s eyes widened as recognition dawned. A gnarled, frail hand flew to her mouth. Her eyes filled with tears. “Nevaeh?”
 	Nevvie nodded. She’d thought of several possible ways to start this conversation based on Mary’s reaction to her, and whether or not Preacher Jim was still alive and in the picture. Bob hadn’t been able to ascertain if her stepfather was still alive or not.
 	Every last one of Nevvie’s potential options disappeared from her brain as she faced the woman she’d wanted to give a piece of her mind to for over a decade.
 	The woman’s hand trembled as she gasped and covered her mouth, her shock evident.
 	Then the woman started crying. That was when Nevvie heard a man’s voice from inside the apartment. “Mom? Are you okay?”
 	A man who appeared to be younger than Nevvie—and the spitting image of the hated Preacher Jim—stepped into the doorway behind Mary.
 	Mary turned. “Kyle, it’s Nevvie!” This was the younger of her two half brothers. Kyle was eleven years younger than Nevvie. Jacob was ten years younger.
 	The man looked shocked, then widely smiled. “Nevvie!” He pushed past Mary and before Nevvie could react, she found herself enveloped in his arms. “Oh my gosh!”
 	Nevvie looked over Kyle’s shoulder at Andrew, who wore a bemused smile. She finally returned the hug. “Hi, Kyle.”
 	She noticed Mary still hadn’t moved from the doorway. Kyle stepped away from Nevvie, still smiling. “My gosh, it’s been a long time,” he said.
 	Nevvie nodded. “Yes, it has.” She looked at Mary.
 	The older woman finally stepped forward, her arms held out hesitantly. Nevvie thought of what Tyler had said about Marcus. If she couldn’t be generous, it was spitting in the face of the good fortune she’d had.
 	Nevvie stepped in to hug her. Mary broke down crying. Nevvie couldn’t miss how frail and bony the older woman felt.
 	“I never thought I’d ever see you again,” Mary sobbed. “I always hoped I would, but I never dreamed it would ever happen.”
 	Kyle wiped tears from his eyes. “Mom, let’s all go inside where it’s cooler. Come on.”
 	They stepped inside, and Kyle closed the door behind them. Somewhere, a noisy air-conditioner kept the apartment at a tolerably cool level compared to the heat outside. It was sparse and plain, but clean, with secondhand furniture—or really old firsthand furniture—in the tiny combined living and dining room area. A small, old black-and-white TV sat on a battered coffee table in one corner.
 	Before they got comfortable, Nevvie wanted to find out something. “Where is Jim?” she asked. She saw no signs of him in the apartment. Pictures in the living room were of the boys, or of Mary and her sons, but none of Jim at all.
 	Mary frowned, but Kyle looked absolutely enraged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. If he was on fire, I wouldn’t piss on him to save him. Neither would Jacob.”
 	“Kyle!” Mary chastised. “That’s not very Christian!”
 	He looked at her. “Mom, I don’t care if it is or not. If either me or Jacob ever see that man again, we’ll kill him. We don’t give a damn if he’s our father.”
 	Nevvie felt a huge weight lift from her. “What happened?”
 	Kyle turned to her. “The son of a bitch left five years after he dragged Mom and us out here. Ran off and joined one of those religious cults with some batcrap crazy preacher friend of his. Jacob and I finally convinced Mom to file for divorce a few years ago. Her being single allowed us to help her get government aid she wasn’t eligible for when she was married.” He scowled. “I hope he’s miserable.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Once they were settled in the living room, Nevvie and Andrew sharing the small couch, Mary seated in an old, threadbare chair, and Kyle standing, Nevvie plowed ahead. “I’m here for a few reasons,” she said. “First, I want to find out about my birth family.” Mary listened, nodding but not interrupting. “Second, I want answers. About why you let him get rid of me.”
 	Nevvie didn’t clarify who she meant by “him.” If Mary didn’t understand who she meant, Nevvie probably wouldn’t get good answers anyway.
 	Mary started crying again. “I’m so sorry, Nevvie. I never should have let him do it. I didn’t want to, but he threatened to leave if I didn’t. I didn’t know how I’d take care of you and the boys.”
 	Kyle stared at his hands, glaring. “Not that it did us any good, Mom.”
 	“Hush,” Mary said. She turned her gaze on Nevvie. “Tammy and her husband were good people. They promised to take care of you, and I knew you were unhappy at home. I wanted you to have a chance to be happy. I knew you’d never be happy with us. You were so smart, I wanted you to have a chance to go to college, get an education. That wouldn’t have happened with Jim. He didn’t believe in college for women.”
 	Nevvie sat there, stunned. She’d expected a lot of answers, but not that one.
 	Andrew reached over and gently squeezed Nevvie’s hand.
 	“But how could you just abandon me?” Nevvie asked.
 	Mary shook her head. “Believe me, I didn’t want to. If I thought I had any choice in the matter, I wouldn’t have. I was so scared. After your father died…” She shrugged. “I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness. If I could do it again, I would have kicked Jim out and taken my chances on welfare.”
 	Kyle nodded. “I wish you had, Mom.” He looked at Nevvie. “You were the lucky one,” he said. “There were lots of times Jacob and I wished they’d left us with you. We begged for Mom to send us back to Florida to live with you.”
 	Nevvie didn’t know how to answer that, so she didn’t.
 	An uncomfortable silence descended upon them as Nevvie tried to absorb the info. Then she realized she’d never introduced Andrew. “Oh, I’m sorry. This is Andrew Paulson, my father-in-law.”
 	He flashed a polite smile. “Hello.”
 	Mary sniffled. “You’re married?”
 	Nevvie took a deep breath. What these two people thought about her would make no difference in her life. She sat up a little straighter, prepared for condemnation and ready to rebut it if necessary. “Yes. I have two husbands.”
 	Kyle looked confused. “Two?”
 	Nevvie nodded. “We’re polyamorous. Andrew is my husband Tyler’s father. My other husband, Thomas Kinsey, his father died years ago. We have two beautiful children, and we live in Tampa.”
 	Mary didn’t seem to know what to say. “That’s…nice.”
 	More silence. Nevvie finally spoke again. “Look, can you tell me anything about my birth family, or at least give me the information about the adoption agency you used? I’d like to locate them, if at all possible. I want to know if there are any health issues or anything I need to be aware of for my kids’ sake. The records were sealed and our attorney can’t find out anything else without the information.”
 	Mary nodded. “We didn’t use an adoption agency,” she softly said as she studied her hands.
 	Mary’s body language confused Nevvie. “What?”
 	“It was a private adoption. That’s why the records were sealed.” She finally met Nevvie’s gaze. “Your birth mother was Michael’s younger sister, Kelly.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie sat there in shock. Andrew reached over and covered her hands with his. “Nevvie?” he softly asked. “Are you all right?”
 	Nevvie dredged up memories from her past. No one spoke, waiting on Nevvie’s reaction.
 	Nevvie barely remembered meeting her Aunt Kelly a few times, when she was a little girl. Then Aunt Kelly went off to college and Nevvie never saw her again after her daddy died. She barely remembered what she looked like. The only solid memory she had of her was her reddish auburn hair, much like her dad’s, and the fact that back then, to a very young Nevvie, she’d appeared to be an adult. “Do you have any idea where she is now?” Nevvie finally asked.
 	Mary looked thoughtful. “I heard she moved back to Tampa after college.” She blushed. “I haven’t stayed in touch with people there, unfortunately.” She looked down at her hands. “I was ashamed of what I did, of how I left you there.”
 	Nevvie forged on. “Why did she give me up?”
 	“Her parents made her. She was a junior in high school when she had you. She was twelve years younger than your father. Than Michael, I mean,” she added.
 	“Do you know who my biological father was?”
 	“I never met him. He was a boy she went to high school with. They’d dated over two years when she got pregnant. I don’t know what happened to him. He was a senior in high school. His parents made him sign you over after you were born because her parents threatened to have him arrested for statutory rape if he didn’t. I think his parents shipped him off to the military when he graduated.”
 	She looked down again. “I’m so sorry.” She sighed deeply. “Michael’s parents basically cut me out of their lives once he died. That’s why we rarely went to see them.” She finally raised her head and looked at Nevvie again. “I don’t even know if they’re still alive or not. They barely spoke to Kelly. They were so angry and disappointed with her at what she’d done, getting pregnant. Michael was always the one to force them to see us. He wanted you to have a relationship with your family.” She shrugged. “I guess I should have had a better backbone.”
 	Nevvie didn’t want to rehash that right now. “Do you have any paperwork that would help me find my birth parents?”
 	She nodded and turned to Kyle. “That box on the top shelf of my closet. Can you please get that for me?”
 	“Sure, Mom.” He went to do it.
 	She offered Nevvie a nervous smile. “Jacob is at work until five. Today was Kyle’s day off. I don’t know what I’d do without them.” She worked her fingers together in a nervous way. It was then Nevvie noticed how twisted and gnarled her fingers looked.
 	“Do you have arthritis?” Nevvie asked.
 	“Yes. Runs in my family.” She sighed. “And congestive heart failure.”
 	Kyle returned with the box and set it on the coffee table in front of Mary. She opened it after fumbling the lid at first.
 	An old memory Nevvie hadn’t thought about in over fifteen years came to mind, of her maybe five years old, and standing in the kitchen helping Mary make chocolate chip cookies.
 	She brushed away that memory and focused on the present. She didn’t want to be bogged down in melancholy memories. She was here for a specific purpose.
 	Mary slowly and carefully began removing items from the box. Loose pictures and two small photo albums. Paperwork. Several envelopes. Old cards. Mary began looking through the paperwork until she finally found what she was looking for inside a large manila envelope.
 	“Here is the order,” she said, handing a small sheaf of papers to Nevvie.
 	Nevvie glanced through them. It was the adoption paperwork.
 	“And here is your original birth certificate, and your new one after the adoption was final.”
 	Nevvie looked at the names on her original birth certificate. This one she’d never seen.
 	Mother—Kelly Barton. Father—John Fleischman.
 	Nevvie stared at the two names for a minute. Then something hit her. “Why did her parents force her to give me up? You said she’d dated my father for a couple of years in high school. Why didn’t they let them get married?”
 	“Unfortunately, Michael’s parents were very…I wouldn’t say bigoted, but by today’s standards they certainly would be considered closed-minded. They couldn’t stand the fact that her boyfriend was Jewish. They thought she’d outgrow the relationship. Then she said she wanted to marry her boyfriend and neither her parents nor his would allow it.”
 	“Then why did you and Dad adopt me?” The longer this conversation went on, the more surreal it felt, but Nevvie was here and would see it through till the very end.
 	“We begged them to let us adopt you. We’d tried so long to have children of our own when the doctors diagnosed it was Michael who was infertile. He was crushed. He wanted us to have a baby so badly. When Kelly got pregnant, Michael finally convinced his father to let us adopt you. We promised never to tell you the truth.”
 	She picked up a picture and looked at it, a sad smile on her face. “We were so happy that day when we brought you home from the hospital.” She handed the picture to Nevvie.
 	Nevvie held it so Andrew could also see it. A much younger Mary, proudly smiling, with Michael Barton, also proudly smiling and with his hand on her shoulder. In Mary’s arms, a swaddled baby.
 	Her.
 	Nevvie stared at the picture of the man she’d known as Daddy. She only had one picture of him. The rest were lost in Hurricane Katrina, when she’d forgotten to grab the only other photo album she’d had before she and Alex fled.
 	She felt the tears welling up in her eyes as she stared at her dad’s face. She could remember his voice, how warm and loving it sounded. Running to him when he got home from work. How he’d scoop her up in his arms and hug her.
 	“He was such a good man,” Mary softly said. “I loved him so much. And you were his world. He couldn’t have loved you more than if you were his very own.”
 	Unlike you, Nevvie struggled not to say aloud.
 	Nevvie didn’t want to be bitter. This wasn’t what today was about.
 	“You were our heaven,” Mary said. “Our little miracle. Our little angel. I thought our family was complete.” She looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry I wasn’t a better mother to you. I’m sorry I left you behind.” She started crying again.
 	Kyle looked at her, but made no move to comfort her. Instead, he looked at Nevvie. “Can you stay until Jacob gets home? I know he’d love to see you.”
 	Nevvie still felt like she was in shock. “I don’t know. We need to get back to the RV. We left the boys with Tom and Tyler.”
 	“Can you all come back for dinner?” he asked, his hope unmistakable. “Please? Let me cook dinner for everyone. I’d…” He swallowed hard. Nevvie suspected he was choking back tears of his own. “Jacob and I want to get to know you. Please?”
 	Nevvie glanced at Andrew, who subtly nodded.
 	With a deep breath, Nevvie nodded. “Okay.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They talked for another hour. By the time Nevvie was ready to return to the RV, she’d made peace with the past—mostly—in her mind, and felt glad she’d taken this chance. It didn’t soothe the past hurts in her heart, but it settled her mind and allowed her the freedom to feel charitable toward the woman.
 	Forgiveness would take a little longer in reality, even though Nevvie could give lip service to it.
 	When they finished, Mary gave Nevvie the entire box. Andrew picked it up to carry for her while Nevvie gave Mary one last hug.
 	“Thank you,” Nevvie quietly said.
 	Mary broke down crying again. “Thank you for finding us. And thank you for forgiving me. I’m so sorry. I know that doesn’t make up for what I did, but I am. I’ve regretted it every day.”
 	Nevvie didn’t feel the need to go into the gory details about what had happened to her after the abandonment. It was obvious Mary felt badly about what had happened.
 	And Nevvie didn’t want to dredge up horrific memories of her own just to rub salt in Mary’s wound.
 	Kyle also stepped forward to hug her. “Thank you, Nevvie,” he softly said. “I’ll have dinner ready at six. Do you all like spaghetti?”
 	She gave him a smile. “Yes. Spaghetti’s fine. Can we bring anything?”
 	He shook his head. “Nope. I’ll call Jacob and ask him to bring home something for dessert.” He grinned. “We’re uncles! That is so cool.”
 	She didn’t doubt her boys would think so, too. She didn’t begrudge her little brothers what happened and hoped Adam and Mikey could have a relationship with Kyle and Jacob.
 	“I can’t believe it,” Kyle said. “We have family. We always wanted to have family.”
 	Unbidden, her mind flashed back to that day when she was fifteen, Kyle and Jacob sitting on her bed and crying as she packed after Preacher Jim told her she was out of the house for good, and good riddance.
 	“Nevvie, please don’t leave!” Jacob had begged.
 	Kyle, also crying. “Don’t leave!”
 	How she’d hugged them, knowing it was the last time she’d see them.
 	How the little boys had also begged her to take them with her.
 	Nevvie pulled herself back to the present and forced a smile. “I’m sure Mikey and Adam will enjoy it.”
 	“Mikey?” Mary asked.
 	Nevvie nodded. “We named him after Dad.”

 


Chapter Eighteen
	Back at the car, Andrew held his hand out. “Keys, love.”
 	Without argument, Nevvie handed them over. He set the box on the floor behind the driver’s seat, then climbed behind the wheel. “Are you all right?” he asked her.
 	She stared out the windshield at the apartment complex. “I don’t know,” she quietly said. “Part of me is relieved. Part of me is…thankful.”
 	“Thankful?”
 	She nodded, then looked at him. “I went through hell. But I could have easily ended up here, in the middle of nowhere, miserable and broke. I’d rather be thankful for the family I have than the family I wished I had back then.”
 	“I think that’s a very healthy way of looking at it, love.”
 	“I also feel guilty.”
 	“Guilty?”
 	“Yeah.” She stared at her hands for a moment as she tried to find the words. “I always thought that my birth parents gave me away because they didn’t want me. I mean, I knew the likely rational reasons, but those were my feelings.” She shrugged. “I feel guilty that they were basically forced to give me up. That I didn’t look for them sooner.” She sighed. “I could have been with them all these years.”
 	“But that goes back to your original premise, that you might not have met Tyler and Thomas.”
 	She nodded, then smiled as she reached over to squeeze his hand. “Or you, Dad. Or you.” She took another look at the dumpy apartment complex. “I also feel bad they were raised like this. How sad was that, him saying they always wished they’d had family?”
 	“And now they do.”
 	“Yeah. I do want to get to know them again.”
 	When they returned to the RV, they found Tyler working while Tom kept the boys occupied. Both her men looked expectantly at her, concern in their faces.
 	Before she or they could say anything, Andrew put the box down on the table and smiled. “Who wants to go to the playground with Grandpa?”
 	Adam excitedly jumped up. “Me, Grandpa!”
 	Mikey grinned and bounced in his seat.
 	Andrew turned to Nevvie. “About a half hour, or would you like us to stay a little longer?”
 	She hugged him. “No, that’s fine. Thank you.”
 	“Of course, love.” He picked up Mikey and held out his hand for Adam. Once they’d left, Tom moved over to the couch and patted the space next to him. Nevvie went to sit, and found herself flanked by Tyler.
 	“You okay, baby girl?” Tom asked her.
 	“Yeah,” she quietly said, her head in his lap.
 	The men said nothing. Tom stroked her hair.
 	Finally, after ten minutes, Tom said, “Whenever you’re ready to talk, we’re here to listen.”
 	She sat up and hugged him, then Tyler. “I’m okay. And we’re going back tonight for dinner.”
 	“We are?” Tyler asked, arching an eyebrow at her.
 	“All of us, Evil Genius.”
 	“Did you tell her about us?” Tom asked.
 	“Yep. She didn’t give me any grief about it, either.”
 	Tyler snorted. “I would certainly hope not.”
 	“My two half brothers live with her,” she said. “Kyle and Jacob. Kyle was there. Jacob was at work.”
 	“And what about your stepfather?” Tyler asked. “I’d like to give him a piece of my mind.”
 	Tom’s expression darkened. “Get in line, Ty.”
 	“Down, boys. He’s out of the picture. He abandoned them a few years ago. Kyle wasn’t any fonder of him than I am, apparently. He and Jacob got her to file for divorce so she could get government assistance.”
 	“Wow,” Tom said. He gently squeezed her hand. “So how are you? Really?”
 	She shrugged. “I’m okay. It was good and bad. Not exactly what I expected. She looks so old and frail. Even older than Mom. She’s not in good health from what I can tell.”
 	Tyler brushed the hair from her forehead and tucked it behind her ear. “And you’re sure you want to go back for dinner?”
 	She nodded. “Yeah, I do. If nothing else, I’d like the boys to know their uncles.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They stopped by a grocery store on the way so Nevvie could pick up a fruit salad to take. Jacob was as welcoming to Nevvie and her family as Kyle had been. Tyler and Tom might have wanted to give Mary a piece of their minds for what happened to Nevvie, but they didn’t speak it out loud.
 	By eleven that night, Mikey and Adam had both fallen asleep on the sofa, and Nevvie couldn’t hide her yawns anymore.
 	Jacob gave her a huge hug. “Thank you for coming, Nevvie. Please, keep in touch with us.”
 	“I will,” she promised. She’d already exchanged phone numbers and e-mail addresses with her brothers. And if any of the three of them were off-put by her having two husbands, they didn’t show it.
 	Mary hugged her. “Thank you, Nevvie. You’ll never know how much this means to me.”
 	Nevvie wasn’t sure she had a handle on her feelings over the matter yet, but she wouldn’t spoil what had been an overall nice evening. “Thanks. I’m glad I was able to see you again. And my little brothers,” she joked.
 	A little after midnight, they’d returned to the RV and settled in for the night.
 	“You okay, baby girl?” Tom asked.
 	“I’m better than I thought I’d be.”
 	“How’s that, love?” Tyler asked.
 	“I thought I’d be an emotional wreck. I’m not. I feel…peaceful.”
 	“That sounds healthy,” Tom said.
 	“Very,” Tyler agreed.
 	“But you know what I am now more than anything?” she asked.
 	“What?” the men asked in unison.
 	“I’m horny,” she whispered.
 	“Why didn’t you say so?” Tom asked. “We can take care of that for you.”
 	“Quietly,” she said.
 	Tyler nibbled on her earlobe. “Of course, love.” Tyler enveloped her in his arms, his lips pressed against hers.
 	Tom slid down the bed and came to rest between her legs. With a wicked grin he pushed her thighs apart and settled in. His skilled hands, knowing every nuance of her flesh, parted her labia and he took a long, firm swipe along her clit with his tongue.
 	Tyler’s mouth on hers muffled her moan.
 	Nevvie felt like she could melt into the bed from how good Tom’s mouth felt on her clit. She squirmed against Tyler, losing herself in the sensations as Tom took possession of her pussy and Tyler kept her mouth occupied.
 	Tom slipped two fingers into her cunt as he licked and sucked her, hitting that sweet spot inside her that sent her flying over the edge into a sweet explosion that left her breathless and trembling.
 	Tom sat up. “How was that?” His cock jutted out from his body. From the feel of Tyler’s stiff cock rubbing against her thigh, she knew he was ready, too.
 	She nodded, out of breath.
 	Tom didn’t waste any time. He lined up his shaft with her wet pussy and slid deep inside her with a happy grunt. Then he leaned over and sucked Tyler’s cock into his mouth.
 	Nevvie felt her pussy throb and contract around Tom’s cock at the sight of Tyler’s cock disappearing between Tom’s lips. Tyler rolled completely onto his back and buried his hands in Tom’s hair as he thrust his hips, fucking Tom’s mouth.
 	Tom braced himself on the bed with both arms and slowly fucked Nevvie as he sucked Tyler. Nevvie wanted him to fuck her harder, faster, but he wouldn’t be rushed. Tyler turned his head to look at her, and his sweet blue eyes looked glazed with passion under heavy lids. She kissed him, enjoying the feel and sound of him moaning into her mouth.
 	It didn’t take Tom long to make Tyler come, and when he did, he immediately started fucking Nevvie harder, faster. Her swollen clit, given no relief by the sexy sight of her two men together or the sweet feel of Tom’s cock buried inside her wet hole, couldn’t stand it anymore, and she came a second time.
 	“That’s it, baby girl,” Tom grunted. He took one last, hard thrust before falling still inside her. She felt his cock throbbing, pumping his cum deep inside her.
 	Winded, the three of them lay there twined together before falling asleep.

 


Chapter Nineteen
	Nevvie nervously monitored the weather all day. “I don’t like the looks of this. Let’s find a place to stop.”
 	Andrew picked up Del’s business card from the counter. “Why don’t you call this fellow, Nevvie? Wouldn’t that be close?”
 	“Oh. Oh, yeah, you’re right.” She grabbed her phone and, after a brief discussion, hung up. “We’ve been invited to stay with them. And, according to Del, we need to hustle our asses, because we don’t want to be on the road when this weather system hits.”
 	“Well, where exactly are we going, baby girl?” Tom asked from the driver’s seat.
 	“He said to call him from the exit and to pull over there. He’ll come meet us. Their house is only a few minutes from there.”
 	“How will he know who we are?” Tyler asked.
 	Nevvie and Andrew both shot him identical looks of disbelief.
 	Tyler blushed. “Um, right. Sorry. Yes, I guess he has seen our RV before, hasn’t he?”
 	“Duh,” Nevvie said.
 	“I’m sorry, love. I’m rather tired. I was up late last night working on my book.”
 	“How’s it going?”
 	“I can honestly say I’m making real progress.”
 	“Next time you get blocked like that, don’t keep it a secret. Okay?”
 	“Yes, love.”
 	After leaving Sheridan, they’d stopped at Devils Tower, and again in the Rapid City area. Now, on their homeward leg of the trip, they would spend at least the night parked at Del’s house.
 	Nevvie didn’t like the looks of the sky when they reached the Mitchell exit. “I thought our summer squalls were bad,” she said. Purplish-black lines of clouds had exploded across the horizon. The wind had picked up, and she had a bad, nervous, on-edge feeling she couldn’t explain.
 	“Those aren’t like our Florida squalls, Nev,” Tommy said. “Call Del back. Now.”
 	The urgency in Tom’s voice spurred her to action.
 	Del arrived five minutes later and looking nervous. “Come on, and hurry. I think we’re going to need the storm shelter today.”
 	When they reached Del’s house, a man and a pregnant woman holding a young toddler stepped out onto the porch. “We need to head downstairs,” the man said. “Quick. Have them grab stuff for their kids, and let’s move.”
 	“Okay, John,” Del said. “Come on,” he told them. “That’s John, Sarah, and baby Mark. We’ll save the formal introductions until we’re all safely downstairs.”
 	In a panic, Nevvie grabbed the diaper bag, her purse and phone, and Harley. Tyler started for Mikey, but she said, “No, give him to Dad and go get your computer!”
 	“Screw the computer—”
 	“Do you have a backup?”
 	He froze. “Blast!” He raced back for it.
 	Tom handed Adam off to Del, who picked him up and raced toward the front door with him. Andrew followed, with Nevvie and Tyler right behind while Tom grabbed the folder with all their paperwork.
 	As John led everyone downstairs to the basement, Nevvie heard a siren go off somewhere in town.
 	“Tornado warning,” Del barked. “Into the shelter!”
 	At the same time, a radio Sarah carried in her free hand let out a shrill alarm tone.
 	“What the hell is that?” Nevvie asked.
 	She cut the sound off. “Weather alarm.” She opened a cabinet, punched numbers into a keypad, and pulled open a large, metal door. She stepped inside first and pulled a cord on a light switch.
 	Everyone else crowded in, with John bringing up the rear and pulling the door securely shut behind him.
 	Del helped everyone find a place to sit and made formal introductions. “Well, let’s make ourselves comfortable. We’ll be here for a little while.
 	Adam and Mark played with Harley in the corner while the adults talked. “This is a heck of a shelter,” Tom said, awestruck after Del and John finished explaining its features. “We could use something like this in Florida for hurricanes, but we don’t have basements, usually.”
 	“Where in Florida?” Sarah asked. “My uncle has a condo in Miami.”
 	“Other coast,” Nevvie said, her stomach churning. She hoped she didn’t need to use the bathroom before they got out of there. “We’re from Tampa.”
 	“So,” Del said, “has your trip gotten any easier since I last saw you?”
 	Nevvie, Tom, Tyler, and Andrew looked at each other and burst out laughing. They spent a half hour regaling the three with their misadventures while glossing over or omitting the more emotional points. By the time they finished, Del, John, and Sarah were all laughing.
 	“I think you have more than enough material for a couple of books out of all of that, Tyler,” John said.
 	Tyler agreed. “The problem is, it’s quite likely no one would believe me.”
 	Sarah tried tuning in the weather radio again. While there were still weather warnings for nearby counties, their community had been given the all clear.
 	“You all wait here,” Del said. “I’ll go check.” He opened the shelter door and went upstairs. A few minutes later, he returned. “All clear. The sirens are off and the radar’s clear. It’s raining now, but that’s it.”
 	“I think I prefer hurricanes,” Nevvie said. “At least you have plenty of time to get out of their way.” Having escaped from Chalmette outside of New Orleans before Katrina hit, she was an expert in that.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	After it was obvious they weren’t about to reenact The Wizard of Oz, Nevvie was happy to help pitch in with cooking dinner. While her men sat in the living room with John and Del, talking and watching the three boys playing on the living room floor, Nevvie enjoyed talking with Sarah while they cooked.
 	“You know,” Nevvie said, her voice low, “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you welcoming us into your home like this. I don’t mean just for the hospitality.” Nevvie glanced out at the living room. “I don’t know anyone else in a relationship like ours. I mean, it’s nice to know there’s other people out there like us.”
 	Sarah gave her a kind smile. “I was scared people around here wouldn’t accept us at first. But John and Del told me to quit worrying about it, and I did. I mean, we don’t go out in public sucking face or anything, but our friends don’t even bat an eye over it.”
 	“When are you due?”
 	Sarah smiled and patted her tummy. “Just before Christmas. That little guy in there was three weeks late, though. My doctor had decided to induce me when my water finally broke. He was just being a slowpoke.”
 	Adam came running into the kitchen. “Sarah, who is the little boy on your porch?”
 	Nevvie noticed Sarah’s face blanched. “You see him?”
 	“Uh-huh.” He turned and pointed at the French doors leading out to the porch through the dining room. “He’s right there. He’s waving at us.”
 	Nevvie didn’t see anyone.
 	A weird feeling washed over Nevvie.
 	Sarah knelt down to Adam’s level. “Can you tell me what he’s wearing, Adam?”
 	He looked at her like she was crazy. “He’s wearing jeans and a red shirt. You can’t see him?”
 	She pasted a smile on her face that Nevvie thought looked fake. “No, I can see him just fine. His name’s Robbie, and yes, you can invite him in.”
 	“Thanks!”
 	Nevvie watched Adam run over to the door, open it, and invite his invisible playmate in.
 	Sarah stood, watching them. “What’s going on?” Nevvie quietly asked.
 	Sarah took a deep breath. “Nevvie, do you believe in ghosts?”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	After dinner, the men offered to clean up. Mark and Adam had a campout in the living room after Tom and John made them a tent out of blankets and the dining room table. Andrew would sleep in their guest room with Mikey while Nevvie and her men slept in the RV. After the afternoon’s brush with severe weather, Nevvie preferred her boys be in the house overnight.
 	Nevvie and Sarah sat on the porch and sipped cocoa. Alone, Sarah quietly told Nevvie the story of what happened when she first met Del and John, and who Robbie was. When Sarah finished her story, Nevvie felt goose bumps rippling her flesh.
 	“The guy died right there in your basement?”
 	Sarah nodded. “Yep. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”
 	“Wow. There’s a novel you should write. Just the real life story alone is creepy even before you start adding the supernatural stuff in it.”
 	Sarah wore a wan smile. “Like Tyler said earlier, no one would believe it if I did.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They got a late start the next day after lunch. Nevvie was sad to be leaving the town and her three new friends, but now she was eager to return to Savannah, and then Florida. To Savannah to see Peggy and Karen and everyone else, and to Florida to begin the search for her birth parents.
 	She only hoped they wanted to see her. If they were even still alive.
 	They exchanged phone numbers and e-mail addresses before leaving. “And if you all want to come visit Florida and see the beaches, you’re always welcome,” Nevvie insisted as she hugged Sarah one last time. “I mean it.”
 	“We might take you up on that,” Sarah said. “Del’s finally talking about retiring, so maybe we can make some plans for a family vacation.”
 	“We’ll make it winter, when we don’t have to worry about hurricanes,” Del teased.

 


Chapter Twenty
	As the miles and the landscape passed, Nevvie thought it ironic that the farther away they traveled from Sheridan, the closer she was becoming to Kyle and Jacob. Both of them had exchanged several e-mails with her already, and text messages.
 	Neither of them mentioned Mary.
 	She didn’t begrudge them loving their mother. Unfortunately, Nevvie had already spent a goodly chunk of her life trying to sever the emotional ties she still had to her. Now, all she wanted to do was put the past behind her and move forward with her quickly growing family.
 	If Mary wanted to be a part of it, Nevvie wouldn’t cut her out, but she wouldn’t bend over backward to draw her closer, either.
 	It was obvious Kyle and Jacob wanted to reconnect with their older sister.
 	Nevvie couldn’t help but notice how anxious Andrew acted the closer they got to Savannah. “Calm down, Dad.” She smiled at him from across the table. “What’s the worst that can happen?” With Tom driving, Tyler had elected to ride shotgun up front. They couldn’t hear their conversation, and the boys were both napping in back.
 	“Oh, she could be insulted by me asking her out, or Tyler or Thomas could be upset. Worse, I could alienate my whole family.” He shook his head. “No, this is a horrible idea. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 	She took his hands and squeezed them. “Stop,” she gently said. “The worst she could do is say, ‘No, thank you.’ Believe me when I say I think she will say yes. And even if nothing comes of it, at least you’ll have had a nice dinner alone together. I already told you, Tommy and Tyler are fine with it.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Their second day there, with Andrew still not having made a move, Nevvie had a brainstorm a little after lunchtime. “Dad, didn’t you say you wanted to go see that new mystery movie that came out last weekend?”
 	“Beg pardon?”
 	Nevvie tapped the section of newspaper she was reading, where the theater times were listed. “That movie, Personal Space. The mystery. I remember you said you were interested in seeing it. Hey, maybe Mom would want to go see it with you.”
 	Nevvie sent silent pleas to Andrew to play along, but he looked confused.
 	Then Peggy stepped in. “I’d like to go see it with you.”
 	Surprise replaced confusion on Andrew’s face. “You would?”
 	“Sure. Give Nevvie and her men some alone time.”
 	Andrew’s gaze skipped over to Nevvie. She thought he looked like a scared rabbit before his brain finally caught up with what had just happened. “That would be lovely, Peggy. Thank you.”
 	Nevvie said a silent prayer of thanks.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	They were in Savannah for another week before heading home. Nevvie was happy to return to Tampa, both to get home and to see Pete, who was still on the mend. Not to mention she wanted to get back to her own home and bed and a real, full-sized shower.
 	And being able to have sex without worrying any more than normal about their noise levels.
 	Andrew and Peggy had gone out twice more before their departure to Tampa. Fortunately, things were going well on that front.
 	When they returned home, Nevvie couldn’t believe how happy she felt. As they began the arduous process of unloading, Nevvie was on her way outside when she heard Tom swear, followed by a crash.
 	“Do I even want to know what that was?” she asked, turning.
 	Tom was uprighting the little table the phone and answering machine sat on. The phone looked none the worse for wear. Their answering machine, however…
 	He looked the shattered pieces scattered on the floor. “Crap.”
 	Tyler hurried inside. “What happened? I heard a crash?”
 	“Hurricane Tommy strikes,” Nevvie said with a smile. She helped him pick up the pieces and they tossed him. “I guess if there was anything important, they’ll call us back.”
 	“Speaking of hurricanes,” Tom said, “I’ll start getting the shutters down tomorrow.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie was never so thankful to crawl into her own bed as she was that night. She didn’t miss the hopeful looks on both men’s faces.
 	“Boys, feel free to play without me,” she said. “I’m wiped out.”
 	“Are you sure, love?” Tyler asked. “We wouldn’t want to leave you out.”
 	“If I change my mind, I’ll be sure to let you know, don’t worry.” Even if she was too tired, she still enjoyed watching. And it wouldn’t be the first time that watching her men together overrode her being tired and got her fully in the mood.
 	Tom pounced on Tyler. “You heard the lady.” Before Tyler could answer, Tom kissed him deeply, driving whatever response Tyler had intended out of his head, apparently.
 	Nevvie curled on her side and watched with a smile. Tom grabbed Tyler’s hands and pinned them over his head as he continued ravishing him with his mouth. Both men’s cocks, when she could glimpse them, were rigid and ready.
 	Tyler tried bucking his hips against Tom to get friction against his cock, but Tom used his body to hold Tyler in place. Tom nipped and kissed and licked Tyler’s lips and neck, stoking his passions until he begged Tom for relief.
 	“You want it, buddy?”
 	“Please, blast you!”
 	Tom changed positions, swinging a leg over Tyler’s head but pinning Tyler’s arms down with his legs so he couldn’t move. Then he dangled his cock just out of reach of Tyler’s eager mouth. “You want it, you have to work for it.”
 	Tyler strained, trying to reach Tom’s cock with his mouth. “You know I do!” Nevvie suppressed her giggle at the sight as well as the desperation in Tyler’s voice.
 	“Oh, all right,” Tom said. He lowered his hips. Tom’s cock disappeared between Tyler’s lips.
 	Tom grunted with pleasure. “Yeah, that’s it. You know what I like.” He worked his hips, fucking Tyler’s mouth, his balls bouncing against Tyler’s nose at the bottom of every stroke.
 	Tyler moved with him, doing whatever he could to keep up with Tom’s strokes. From the sounds Tyler made, Nevvie could tell he was enjoying himself just as much as Tom. And the fact that his cock practically stood straight up was another clue.
 	“That’s it, Ty,” Tom said. “Keep it up, buddy.” He dipped his head and sucked Tyler’s cock into his mouth.
 	Tyler let out a passionate moan around Tom’s cock even as he bucked his hips against Tom. It was a beautiful sight to Nevvie, watching her men together. If she hadn’t been so damned tired, she’d be more than happy to join them and play.
 	Tom used one hand to reach between Tyler’s legs and cup his sac. Tyler moaned again, louder, more deeply, around Tom’s cock.
 	That was when Tom exploded, fucking his shaft deep into Tyler’s throat. After a moment he lifted his hips and began focusing his attention on making Tyler come. He worked his mouth up and down Tyler’s cock while playing with his balls. He wrapped his fingers around the base of Tyler’s cock, gripping it firmly, as he worked it over.
 	Tyler frantically thrust his hips in the air, but Tom refused to rush. He kept at it, holding Tyler’s release back until, finally, he went deep one last time. Tyler muffled his low, passionate cry against Tom’s leg.
 	Tom rolled off Tyler and both men lay there, catching their breath. As Nevvie drifted to sleep, the men snuggled around her.
 	Life is good.

 


Chapter Twenty-One
	Tyler was pleasantly pleased with how the book was coming along. There were only a few things he wasn’t sure about, which would take some research. A week after their return from the trip, he told Nevvie his plans.
 	“I want to take a concealed weapons license class.”
 	She arched an eyebrow at him. “I don’t mind guns, Ty. You know that. But I would prefer not to have any in the house with the boys being so young.”
 	He shook his head. “No, love. For research.”
 	Her other eyebrow joined the first in a positive expression. “Good progress on the book?”
 	He smiled. “I think I’ll have it finished in plenty of time. But in all seriousness, I want to take a class.”
 	“Then do it. Call around and find a gun shop that offers them.”
 	“I think I might actually get my license as well.”
 	“Why, if you’re not going to buy a gun?”
 	“If I’m going to spend the money on the class, then why not?”
 	She shrugged. “Okay. You’re the writer, Evil Genius.” She leaned in and kissed him. “Have fun.”
 	By that afternoon, he’d found a gun shop in Tampa with a class going on the next night. And they told him over the phone if he came in early, the instructor could work with him on a private lesson with a firearm so he could gain experience shooting. The next day, he headed over, excited and with more than a little nervousness. He’d never fired a gun before, although he had better than a layman’s knowledge of guns from prior research for his books.
 	“Time I ‘nut up,’ as Nevvie would say,” he muttered to himself as he got out of the car. He’d always resisted firsthand shooting experience, but in this book, he’d found it was an integral part of the character’s life. He needed more than just being able to recite brands, models, and calibers from a gun manufacturer’s website. He needed to learn how to clean one, how to break it down and reassemble it. And while he could get the facts from a book or YouTube video, it didn’t give him the visceral sights and smells and sounds of the actions that would give his writing the verisimilitude he preferred.
 	The instructor, Jack, also happened to be the shop’s owner. He left one of his employees in charge of the showroom while he took Tyler to the indoor shooting range they had at the store. Equipped with safety glasses and shooting muffs, he showed Tyler how to shoot several common handguns, both revolvers and semiautomatics.
 	By the time he’d finished, his hands ached from the recoil, and he kept wanting to sneeze from the smell of the gunpowder. But the instructor told him he wasn’t a half-bad shot.
 	Tyler smiled. “Thank you, but I doubt I’ll be getting any better.”
 	“But you said you wanted your concealed carry permit.”
 	“I do, more for the research value than any actual use it’ll get.” He laughed. “I’ll probably pin it on my wall as a souvenir.”
 	Jack shrugged. “Well, can’t hurt to have it. You never know when you might want to carry a gun.”
 	“My wife would kill me,” Tyler said.
 	“She antigun?”
 	“No, but we have two small children in the house. If it wasn’t for that, she most likely wouldn’t care.”
 	“Well, if you ever change your mind, we sell a wide variety of child locks and gun safe options. And we do teach a children’s safety class.”
 	“I shall keep it in mind. Perhaps even for research.”
 	The class took several hours and included lectures as well as watching videos. He was surprised how many women were in the class with him. Of the twenty-three students, only four were men. And the women ranged in age from college students to grandmothers.
 	The next day, he took his paperwork to downtown Tampa, got his picture taken for the license, his fingerprints taken for the background check, and filed everything. He was told the turnaround time was anywhere from two to eight weeks or longer.
 	With that chore done, he put it out of his mind and returned home, eager to get back to work on the book. The plot that had looked so hopeless before the trip was now laid out before his mental eye with crystal clarity.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Once again, Bob came through for them. It took him a little over a week to track down the information, but Nevvie received a phone call from him one morning while she was out shopping for groceries. Fortunately, she’d left the boys at home with Tom, Tyler, and Andrew.
 	She was standing in the meat section of Publix, her grocery cart half full, when her phone rang. When she saw it was Bob, her hands started shaking as she pushed the button to answer it.
 	“Hi, Bob. What’s up?”
 	“I have that information for you, Nevvie.”
 	She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yeah?”
 	“Are you okay?”
 	“Yeah. Just tell me. Please.”
 	Bob hesitated, as if unsure, then forged ahead. “They’re still alive.”
 	She let out a breath she’d been holding. “And?”
 	“They’re here in Tampa.”
 	Nevvie felt like she’d just received a punch to the gut. “They are?”
 	“Yeah. They got married fourteen years ago. I made contact with them. They want to meet you, if you’re up to it. And you have a twelve-year-old sister.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Somehow, Nevvie finished shopping without bursting into tears in the middle of the store. On numb legs, she got the groceries loaded in the car before sitting behind the wheel, engine running and air on full blast.
 	Bob’s words echoed in her ears. “They want to meet you.”
 	She managed to hold off the tears. By the time she calmed herself down, drove home, and pulled into the driveway, she felt a little less emotional. But when Tom and Tyler walked outside to meet her with concerned looks on their faces, she knew Bob must have called them as soon as she got off the phone with him.
 	“What?” she asked as she got out of the car.
 	Tyler gave her “the look.” The one that said, “You’re not fooling anyone, love.”
 	Nevvie took a deep, hitching breath. “How soon did Bob call you?”
 	Tom smiled and pulled her in for a hug. “As soon as he got off the phone with you. He said he was worried about you because of the way you sounded. He apologized for dropping that on you in the middle of the store.”
 	“I’m okay,” she mumbled into the warm comfort of his shoulder.
 	“You sure about that, love?” Tyler asked.
 	“Yeah.” As she pulled away from Tom, she sniffled and wiped her face with her hands. “I’ll be okay. He sent me an e-mail with their info. They’re waiting for me to call, I guess.”
 	“Sugar,” Tom said, “why don’t you let us handle getting the groceries in? The boys are down for their naps. Dad took a walk with his phone and Harley.” He smiled. “I suspect he’s talking to Momma.”
 	Nevvie couldn’t help but laugh. “How soon are we heading back up to Savannah?”
 	“I think he’d talk us into leaving tomorrow, if we could go that soon,” Tyler said with a smile.
 	“Can I take over the office for a little while?” she asked Tom.
 	“Sure.”
 	She left them to take care of the groceries and walked inside to the office, where she shut the door behind her. She pulled out her cell phone and settled in Tom’s desk chair. Pulling up her e-mail, she contemplated the information for a few minutes. Her birth parents lived over in the Town ‘n Country area, south and west of them, on the far side of Tampa International. Depending on traffic, she could be there in about thirty minutes.
 	Her parents.
 	She fired up her laptop and logged on to Facebook. After a few minutes of searching, she discovered they both had profiles.
 	And both of them listed a daughter, Laurie.
 	Nevvie spent a wistful ten minutes scrolling through posts and pictures on Kelly’s and John’s profiles. When she found pictures they’d posted of themselves in their younger days, Nevvie stopped, amazed. Nevvie looked so much like Kelly, she couldn’t believe it. After staring for a few minutes, she finally looked at her phone again. Instead of calling one of the numbers Bob gave her, she called Karen.
 	“What’s up, Nev?” She could always count on Karen for a friendly ear and solid counsel.
 	“I need some advice. Do you have a few minutes?”
 	“For you, always. Shoot.”
 	Nevvie outlined the latest developments. When she finished, she said, “So, what do you think?”
 	“What do I think about what? Calling them?”
 	“Yeah.”
 	She heard Karen sigh on the other end of the line. “Nev, that’s your decision. If they want to have contact with you, sure. Why not?”
 	“Life is so complicated already.”
 	Karen laughed. “But it’s the good kind of complicated. Admit it.”
 	“Yeah. That’s true.”
 	“And by the way, I tried calling Momma about an hour ago, and it went to her voice mail. When I tried again fifteen minutes ago, she used call waiting and told me she was on the phone with Andrew and she’d call me back later.” Karen sounded tickled. “I think there’s love in the air.”
 	“I hope there is. They deserve it.”
 	“So when are y’all coming back up here?”
 	“Hopefully in the next couple of weeks.” She hesitated, then said, “Can you please keep a secret, because nothing’s certain yet.”
 	“Sure.”
 	“We’re talking about building a house up there.”
 	Karen squealed so loud into the phone that Nevvie had to pull it away from her ear. “Really? Are you serious? Girl, do not kid with me like that!”
 	Nevvie grinned. “I’m serious. We’ve been talking about it. But Tommy wants to be the one to tell everyone, so please don’t say anything yet. We’re going to look at property next time we’re up.”
 	“Oh. My. God! That is so great! I can’t wait to have you here all the time!”
 	“Well, we’d probably keep the house here, at least for a while. Tommy still needs to be available to go into the office when they need him. But the plan is to, eventually, live up there full time.”
 	“That’s fantastic! I promise not to tell anyone as long as you promise to keep me updated.”
 	“Deal.”
 	They said good-bye a few minutes later. Nevvie took a deep breath, punched in a number, and waited.
 	In her ear, the connection rang once…twice…three times. A knot grew in her stomach.
 	Just as Nevvie had lost her nerve and was about to hang up, a woman tentatively answered.
 	“Hello?”
 	Nevvie felt the knot in her stomach tighten. “Um. Hi. I…uh…I’m trying to reach Kelly or John Fleischman.”
 	The woman’s tone turned cautious. “This is Kelly Fleischman. Who is this, please?”
 	Nevvie again fought the urge to hang up, but finally spit out the words. “My name is Nevvie Kinsey-Paulson. Um, Nevaeh Barton. My adopted dad was Michael Barton.”
 	Nevvie heard a gasp, followed by a moment of silence. When the other woman spoke again, it sounded like she was crying. “Nevvie?” she tearfully asked, her voice practically a whisper. “Our Nevvie?”
 	Our Nevvie. “Yes.”
 	“Oh my god!” the woman said before she burst into audible tears. “I…the attorney called…we always wanted to find…but I never thought…oh my god! Thank you for calling!”
 	Nevvie couldn’t help it. Her own tears began to flow. She choked out the essence of what she’d intended to say, even if she couldn’t remember the exact words. “I found Mary and talked to her. She told me about how she and my dad adopted me after I was born. Can I meet with you and…with my father?”
 	“Yes! Oh, yes, please! When can we meet with you?”
 	“Um, whenever is convenient for you.”
 	“Right now?” The woman tearfully laughed.
 	Nevvie found herself laughing, too. “Yeah, if you’re serious. I’ve been wanting to meet you.”
 	“Yes, please! John will be home in about twenty minutes. Can you come here? Or do you want us to meet you somewhere?”
 	“I can come there.” This felt unreal. After confirming their address, Nevvie hung up and stared at the phone. Then she realized she needed to get moving. She hurried out to the kitchen and grabbed her purse.
 	“Where are you off to, love?”
 	“I’m going to meet Kelly and John Fleischman.”
 	“Who?”
 	She grinned. “My parents.”
 	“Ah.”
 	“I have a little sister!”
 	“That’s wonderful. I’ll change clothes so I can—”
 	“No. No offense, Ty, but I want to do this alone, at first. I want to meet them.” She shrugged. “I might not even like them. They might not like me. Who knows? But I want to meet them first. Then we’ll take it from there, introducing them to everyone.” She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. “I love you, and I appreciate you wanting to stand beside me, but I want to do this by myself.”
 	“I understand, love.” He kissed her, long and sweetly. “Call me as soon as you leave, right?”
 	“I promise.”
 	Tom walked in. With relief, she found he understood, too. He also kissed her and admonished her to call them as soon as she could.
 	When she was in her car and on the way to Town ‘n Country, she started wondering if maybe she should have had one of the men, or even Dad, go with her.
 	No, I can do this. I should do this.
 	They want to meet me!
 	There was no mistaking the eager joy in Kelly’s voice as they talked. All the years feeling unloved and unwanted, and now Nevvie was about to fit the final missing puzzle piece into place. Kelly even told her that Laurie knew about her and was eager to meet her as well.
 	She swore at every red light, as if there was some unseen conspiracy by the streets of Tampa to deter her. It felt like every nerve ending in her body was close to exploding by the time she pulled into their driveway and shut off the car.
 	Before she could even get out, a man and woman appeared on the front porch, both wearing nervous-looking smiles. They walked down the driveway to meet her.
 	“Nevvie?” the woman asked.
 	Nevvie nodded, and even though she swore she wouldn’t cry, as the couple enveloped her in their arms, she did.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie noticed her little sister looked a lot like her. The four of them spent an hour talking and going over old pictures. With young Laurie there, Nevvie hedged when asked questions about her family. Eventually, John picked up on the fact that Nevvie wasn’t comfortable talking about everything in the girl’s presence.
 	“Laurie,” he said, “why don’t you go get a shower and change clothes and we’ll all go out to eat.”
 	She nodded and ran to her room after giving Nevvie a hug.
 	He waited until he heard her bedroom door close to smile. “What is it you didn’t want to say in front of her?”
 	This would make or break what happened between her and her parents. Nevvie hoped they didn’t change their minds about her. “I live in an…unconventional marriage.”
 	“Unconventional?” Kelly asked.
 	Nevvie took a deep breath and plunged forward, telling them briefly and without too many details how she met and became involved with Tyler and Tom. “We have two beautiful sons. Tyler’s dad is staying with us now. We’re trying to convince him to move here permanently from England. And I’d love for you all to meet Tom’s mom and sisters. We’ve been talking about a huge family get-together for the Fourth of July.” She finally stopped talking, holding her breath and waiting.
 	John spoke first, his tone quiet. “They saved your life, didn’t they? I could see it in your face that you’re not telling us everything.”
 	Nevvie nodded. “Alex tracked me down and stabbed me a few months later. He’s in prison.”
 	John took her hands in his and gently squeezed. “They sound like good men.” He smiled. “So when do we get to meet our grandsons and our sons-in-law?”
 	It took a moment for that to sink in. When it did, Nevvie let out a happy sob and fell into their comforting arms.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	When she recovered her composure, she asked John and Kelly how they wanted to handle her explaining to Laurie her living situation. Kelly shrugged. “We’ll tell her the truth. She’s known since she was nine that she had a big sister. She asked us the question about babies because one of her friend’s older sisters was in high school and got pregnant.” She glanced at John. “So, we used it as a teachable moment.” Her gaze dropped to her hands. “She handled that a lot better than we thought she would. From then on, she’s asked us from time to time if we’d found you yet so she could have her big sister.”
 	When Kelly looked up, her eyes looked bright, like she was about to cry again. “She’s a smart kid. Sometimes I think she’s smarter than us.”
 	“I’m sorry I didn’t stand up to my parents,” John said. “I wish I had. We both do. We’re sorry we gave you up. We didn’t want to. At the time, they were all pressuring us and we felt like we had no choice.”
 	“It’s okay. I understand. I just wish I’d looked for you sooner. I just want to move forward now that we’re all together again.”
 	Nevvie called Tyler and Tom to meet them at the restaurant with Dad and the boys. They’d told Laurie before leaving the house about Nevvie’s situation. Of all the questions the girl could have asked, Nevvie didn’t expect the one that first popped out of the girl’s mouth.
 	“Oh, kind of like Big Love in reverse?”
 	John frowned. “We never let you watch that show.”
 	Laurie blushed, realizing she’d busted herself. “I watched it over at Amber’s house a couple of times,” she softly admitted.
 	Kelly laughed. “Oh, you’re so grounded, but not tonight.”
 	“Yes,” Nevvie said, “sort of like that, but we didn’t do it for any religious reasons. The three of us love each other and wanted to be a family.”
 	Fortunately, Laurie seemed satisfied with that answer.
 	Laurie asked to ride to the restaurant with Nevvie. On the way there, Nevvie found herself already loving the girl. She was bright and funny and everything Nevvie could have ever hoped for in a little sister.
 	“So, are your two brothers my brothers, too?” Laurie asked.
 	Nevvie wasn’t quite sure how to answer that. “Well, technically no, but I’m sure they’d like to meet you and get to know you.”
 	The girl went quiet for a moment. Then she softly admitted, “I was mad when they told me about you.”
 	“You were?”
 	“I was mad they gave you up. I always wanted a sister or a brother.” She looked at Nevvie. “I’m glad you found us.”
 	Nevvie smiled. “Me, too.”
 	Dinner lasted long into the evening. Both the boys had fallen asleep, and Laurie was unable to hide her yawns by the time they finished and paid the check. Outside in the parking lot, they all exchanged hugs and said their good-byes. Nevvie followed Tom and Tyler home. As the men got the boys out of their car seats, Andrew pulled her aside.
 	“You look happy, love.”
 	“I do?”
 	He nodded. “You’re positively glowing. I’m guessing this went as well as you hoped?”
 	She hugged him. “Yes, it did. It absolutely did.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Two
	Alex LaRogue hefted his duffel bag and stepped out of the Everglades Correctional Institution outside of Miami. He blinked in the bright sunlight. With hardly any money in his pocket and a packet of paperwork from the Department of Corrections about the terms of his parole, he walked across the street to the bus stop there.
 	He stood alone at the stop. According to the weathered schedule mounted under a piece of Plexiglas on the side of the bus stop shelter, a bus into downtown Miami should be by in a few minutes.
 	He stared at the packet of information in his hand. As the bus rolled up a few minutes later and opened its door, he turned, dropped the packet of information into a garbage can at the bus stop, then boarded the bus. He paid the fare and took a seat.
 	As the bus door closed and rumbled back into traffic, he sat back, closed his eyes, and pictured his revenge.

 


Chapter Twenty-Three
	With the boys put to bed, both her big ones and her little ones, Nevvie poured herself a glass of moscato wine and settled onto the couch with the ten grocery bags of mail, a recycling bin, a letter opener, and a stapler. She also had a second bin, which she put legitimate mail and mail for Tyler to read. She’d been putting off this task for nearly two weeks now, and it was only piling up worse.
 	She dumped the first bag out onto couch. It only took a minute to sort the junk mail and catalogs and other recyclables from mail she had to open. Most of the mail was addressed to Tyler, many of them cards or letters, so those were easy to distinguish. She put them in a pile for last and with a sigh, started opening the other pieces of mail.
 	Two hours and another glass of wine later, she reached the second to last bag of mail. She’d kind of developed a system and she quickly sorted through the mail, only stumbling when she reached a letter that didn’t resemble the others.
 	As she stared at the return address, from the Florida Department of Corrections, she took a closer look at the addressee.
 	Nevaeh Barton.
 	Her hands trembled and she dropped the envelope. When she fumbled for it, she lost her balance and fell off the couch, knocking her wine glass over on the table. It shattered on the tile-topped table.
 	“Dammit!”
 	She heard a door open down the hall. Andrew appeared in the living room doorway, a book in his hand. “Nevvie? Are you all right, dear?”
 	She felt her breath catch in her throat and shook her head. He rushed over to her and helped her up. “What is it? Are you ill?”
 	Well, she felt like she was going to throw up, but she didn’t know if it was her nerves or the wine. With a shaking hand, she pointed to the letter on the floor.
 	He set his book on the couch and picked up the letter. “Hold on, love. Sit. Let me get a towel—”
 	“No,” she whispered. “Open it for me and read it. Please.”
 	Concern on his face, he knelt in front of her and ripped the flap open on the envelope. She watched his face as he scanned the letter inside. When his eyebrows furrowed, she knew.
 	“Oh, god!” she whispered, horrified. “They let him out, didn’t they? They let Alex go!”
 	An unreadable mask descended over his face. “Stay here.” He started to stand, but she grabbed his arm. He palmed her cheek. “Love, stay here. I’ll be right back.”
 	He untangled his arm from her grip and headed down the hall. She heard him knock on their bedroom door, then open it without waiting for a reply.
 	She sat there, her gut hollow, trembling, rocking herself back and forth. Tom, carrying the letter, and Tyler on his heels with Andrew close behind, hurried into the living room. Tom was still reading the letter as he rushed over to her and sat next to her on the couch.
 	She curled into a tight ball, her head in his lap, and started crying. “They let him out. Oh, god, they let him out. Why didn’t they tell me? Why? Why would they let him out?”
 	Tom started to stay something, then he stopped. “Fuck, this thing is dated weeks ago. It says the state attorney’s office was unable to contact us for a witness impact statement. What the fuck? Where was this, babe?”
 	She pointed at the pile of mail she had yet to sort through.
 	Tyler bent over and started rummaging through it. Then he saw the other bag, emptied it, and started pawing through it, too. He pulled out two letters from that pile and ripped them open. “They’re from the state attorney’s office. Dated right after we left.” He threw them down onto the couch. “Bollocks!” He ran his hands through his hair. “This is all my fault. All my fault. That damn trip. I wanted—”
 	“Tyler!” Tom barked. “Stop it. That doesn’t help. This isn’t your fault. I was here when Pete got sick. I should have sorted through it then. Plus I’m the one who killed the answering machine. I should have played the messages when I was home before, but I just didn’t get around to it.” He stroked Nevvie’s hair. “It’s going to be okay, baby girl.” He looked at Tyler again. “Call Bob. Right now. I don’t give a fuck what time it is. Call him.”
 	“Right.” He hurried for the phone.
 	An hour later, in a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, Bob was sitting in their living room and reading the three letters. He looked as pissed off as Tyler and Tom. “I’m sorry, Nev. They never contacted our office. Shit.” He rubbed at his forehead. “I can’t get hold of anyone there tonight, but first thing in the morning, I’ll start calling until I get a hold of a real person who can tell me where the fuck this animal is. It says there’s an order of protection, requiring him to stay away from you, Tyler, and Tommy, but…” He didn’t finish his statement. “Sorry.”
 	“It’s not your fault, Bob.” She’d finished crying before he got there. She sat between Tom and Tyler, her head in Tom’s lap, Tyler rubbing her feet. Andrew had made them all coffee and sat, listening.
 	“Look, get out of town for a little while,” Bob suggested.
 	“We just got back in town,” Tom said. “I don’t want this fucker running us out of our own home.”
 	“Let me finish, Tommy. Go back up to your mom’s for a while. As in, take Nevvie and the kids up to your mom’s. Let Nevvie help Karen with her wedding preparations while you two come back home. I’d bet your mother would like to see the boys again. Capice?”
 	“I’m not a kid, Bob,” Nevvie softly said. “If you start spelling words, I’ll smack you.”
 	He laughed. “There’s our feisty girl.”
 	“It can’t hurt,” Tyler said. “I can go get the RV from the storage yard and—”
 	“No,” Nevvie said. “No. No RV. I need to recover from that trip first.” She finally sat up and wiped her face. “I’ll pack the boys up in the morning,” she softly said. She looked at Andrew. “Will you go with me?”
 	“Absolutely, love. You don’t even need to ask.”
 	She stared at the ceiling for a minute before looking at Tyler, then at Tom. “Get the RV serviced. You said it needed an oil change and stuff after the trip. Get all that done. Then maybe bring it up next weekend. Tyler has to get that book done and turned in, and he’s got edits due next week. So you two stay here for now. Can you put my car on the hauler for the toad and bring it up, too? That way we’ll have an extra car up there.”
 	“I think so, Nev,” Tom said. “Are you sure about this, baby girl?”
 	She nodded. “Yeah. I don’t like it, but I won’t risk the kids’ safety.” Her stomach dangerously rolled again. That’s it. No more wine. Not for a while. “And we could be blowing this all out of proportion.” Now that she’d had a chance to calm down, she tried to look at the whole picture. “Maybe he’s behaving himself in a halfway house in Homestead, for all we know. He could be the perfect citizen now. It’s possible.”
 	She didn’t believe it for a second, but she wasn’t going to let it freak her out any more than she could, either.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	She was ready to go by eight o’clock the next morning. They hadn’t heard back from Bob yet, but she wasn’t going to hang around. Adam was beyond thrilled to know they were going to visit Grandma Peggy again. She hadn’t told Peggy the whole story when she phoned her at six thirty that morning, knowing her mother-in-law would be awake. Peggy, sensing she’d get the story upon Nevvie’s arrival, didn’t press for details once Nevvie assured her their family was fine, Tom and Tyler weren’t in trouble with her, and that Andrew was coming with her.
 	Peggy seemed especially pleased about the last part.
 	Tom and Tyler hugged and kissed everyone as they climbed into the Pilot. Nevvie had put the backseat down to give them more room for everything she’d need for the kids and Harley, in addition to her and Dad’s luggage.
 	With Harley settled on the seat between Adam’s and Mikey’s car seats, Nevvie climbed behind the wheel and slowly pulled out of the driveway. She didn’t want to look in the rearview mirror at her husbands standing there waving good-bye or she was afraid she’d cry.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Inside, Tyler seethed with rage. That bloody bastard will not get another chance at our angel! That day was forever seared in his memory. The sight of Nevvie lying on the kitchen floor, stabbed and bleeding. Then Alex blindsided him with a chair and knocked him out. If it hadn’t been for Tom…
 	When they returned to the house, Tyler headed for the shower. “You watch the phone in case Bob calls,” he told Tom. “I have to run some errands this morning.”
 	“Okay.”
 	Tyler finished his shower, ate breakfast while Tom took his shower, then headed out. “I’ll be back soon. I need to get some things and do a little research for my book.”
 	Tom kissed him good-bye. “Be careful, buddy.”
 	“I will. Guaranteed.”
 	Thirty-five minutes later, Tyler had threaded his way through the final remnants of morning rush hour traffic and pulled up in front of the gun shop where he’d taken the concealed weapons license class.
 	Jack stood behind the counter and greeted him with a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Paulson. Back for more research?”
 	“Not this morning. I want to buy a gun. And I need you to teach me how to shoot it.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Four
	Nevvie and Andrew reached Savannah late that afternoon. Peggy walked out to greet them when they pulled into the yard.
 	“Hey, sugar,” Peggy said as she gave Nevvie a hug. “How you holding up?”
 	“I’ve had better days.”
 	“Tommy called me after y’all left home.” She tipped her head toward Adam, who was just waking up now that the car had stopped moving. “We had a long talk. You’re all staying here as long as you need to. End of discussion.”
 	“Thanks, Mom.”
 	“And that goes for you, too, Andrew.” Peggy sent him a smile that he returned.
 	“Thank you, Peggy. I appreciate it.”
 	“No need to thank me. I love having you around.”
 	Later that night, after dinner and putting the boys to bed, Nevvie, Andrew, and Peggy gathered around the kitchen table with mugs of hot chocolate, and Harley asleep under the table.
 	“I feel like a frickin’ nomad,” Nevvie said. “This is ridiculous. I was just beginning to feel comfortable and settled in at home again after the trip. And now, this. No offense, Mom, because I really appreciate you putting up with us.”
 	“Sugar, whatever you have to do. Tommy said a bench warrant’s been issued for the guy because he didn’t report to his parole officer. That means when they find him, they’ll put him back behind bars.”
 	“Did Tommy tell you the rest?”
 	“What rest?”
 	“We’ve been tossing around the idea of moving up here. Buying a piece of property and building a house so we can be close to you and everyone else.”
 	“No, he didn’t tell me that part. What about your house in Tampa?”
 	“We’d keep it for now. He wanted to be the one to tell you after we’d decided for sure, but I think I’ve decided for all of us. I want a state line between that asshole and my kids. And me. And the rest of my family.”
 	“I’m not saying I don’t want y’all here, Nevvie. I’d love it. But don’t make a knee-jerk decision. I mean it when I say y’all are welcome to stay here with me. If I could survive raising five daughters, having all of you here is like a cakewalk.”
 	It was after midnight by the time Nevvie was talked out and went to bed. When she retired, Andrew and Peggy were still happily chatting away.
 	That, if nothing else, was a bright spot in this whole situation.
 	She wasn’t sure what awoke her at first. Then she heard it again and bolted upright in bed, heart racing. When it happened a third time she started giggling at her silliness. Her phone, set on vibrate, had danced itself off the bedside table and was now rattling against the hardwood floor.
 	“Geez.” By the time she reached down and retrieved it, it had stopped vibrating. The time read 2:37. When she pulled up the text messages, she expected to see one from Tom or Tyler. If it had been important, they would have called, which would have tripped the phone into an audible ringer.
 	She was a little surprised to see it was a text from Kyle.
 	 
 
 	shes in icu. heart failure. im sorry.
 	 
 	Nevvie closed her eyes, counted to ten, and tried reading the text again. The message read the same.
 	Instead of texting back, she called him.
 	He sounded surprised to receive her call. “Did I wake you?” he asked.
 	“It’s okay. What happened?”
 	His tone turned resigned. “We were both at work. Jacob found her on the floor in the kitchen when he got home. He called the ambulance. It’s the congestive heart failure.”
 	“How is she?”
 	He hesitated. “The doctor said we’re in the end stages now. She probably won’t leave the hospital.”
 	“How are you and Jacob doing?”
 	“I’m…dealing. He’s in there with her now. I’m sorry I didn’t text you earlier. I should have, but everything’s been happening so fast it slipped my mind.”
 	“It’s okay. I understand.” Nevvie pinched the bridge of her nose and thought for a moment. Tyler and Tom wouldn’t be happy about this, but she knew if she didn’t do it, she’d probably regret it for the rest of her life. “What hospital are you at?”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie stood under water as cold as she could stand it to wake up. She’d already put on a pot of coffee and emptied, then repacked, a suitcase and carry-on to take with her. The knock on the bathroom door startled her.
 	“Yes?”
 	“Nevvie, honey? Are you all right?” It was Peggy.
 	“Come on in, Mom.”
 	Nevvie gave her the quick version. By the time Nevvie was getting out of the shower and toweling dry, Peggy had gone to the kitchen and returned with a mug of coffee made nearly perfectly the way Tyler would have made it for her.
 	She sipped it. “Thanks, Mom. I already booked a seat on the first commuter flight from Savannah to Atlanta. From there, I fly out to Denver, and get a flight from there directly into Sheridan and will be there by tonight.” Nevvie’s stomach rolled and she closed her eyes, certain she was going to throw up. Her nerves were shot. She finally recovered her equilibrium.
 	“You gonna be okay?”
 	“I don’t know, Mom. I…” She let out a harsh laugh and hugged Peggy. “You are my mom. Mary was my mom once, and I did love her. And while I’m getting to know Kelly and really like her, it’s not the same. But is it just nerves and emotions and sleep deprivation that’s got me thinking how weird it is I’m leaving my adopted mom’s home to go sit and watch a woman who used to be my adopted mom die?” She let out another snort. “Did that even make any sense?”
 	Peggy smiled. “It’s okay, Nev. You’re tired and upset. Don’t worry about the boys. Andrew and I will take care of them.”
 	“I need to call a cab.”
 	“Like heck you will. I’ll drive you.”
 	“But it’s so early.”
 	“Won’t be the first time I’ve ever gotten up early in the morning to drive somewhere, sugar. I worked morning shifts more years than I care to think about. You finish getting ready. I’ll make you some breakfast to take with you.”
 	Nevvie choked back her tears. She refused to cry right now. “Thanks, Mom.”
 	“And for the record, you are my sixth daughter.” She smiled. “And I didn’t even have to suffer stretch marks or change your diapers to get you.” Nevvie laughed as Peggy closed the door behind her.
 	By the time Nevvie made it out to the kitchen, Peggy had dressed, made Nevvie a breakfast sandwich, and woken up Andrew to let him know what was going on.
 	“Dad, I’m sorry to just bail like this.”
 	He smiled. “It’s all right, Nev. Truly.” She didn’t miss the glance he sent Peggy’s way. “I’m sure the two of us will do just fine with the little ones.”
 	Nevvie also didn’t miss the smile Peggy sent back to Andrew.
 	Maybe this was a good idea. A really good idea. It might give them the time alone they needed if she wasn’t underfoot.
 	“Um, okay. Well, I’ll keep you posted during my layovers.”
 	“Did you get your phone charger?” Peggy asked.
 	Nevvie winced. “Thanks, Mom!” She raced back to her room to get it. Then she stopped by the boys’ bedroom and kissed both of them. They looked so peaceful, and it struck Nevvie that she didn’t have a single qualm about leaving them with Peggy and Andrew.
 	With her mom and dad.
 	She smiled.
 	On the way to the airport, Nevvie drank coffee from the travel mug Peggy had provided and ate her breakfast sandwich.
 	“You be safe, sugar,” Peggy admonished. “Don’t take any chances.”
 	“I’m probably safer out there than I am in Florida right now.”
 	“And don’t you worry about us here, either. We’ll be okay.”
 	“Please call Tommy and Ty for me this morning. Tell them I’ll call them as soon as I can.”
 	“I will. Don’t you worry about it.” She pulled up in front of the departures area and parked. “And don’t be beating yourself up over what you think you should or shouldn’t be feeling while you’re out there, either. You’re human. You need to let out whatever emotions you have and don’t try to analyze them or put them into neat, tidy packages.”
 	Nevvie leaned over and hugged her. “I love you, Mom.”
 	“I love you, too, sugar.” She opened the trunk for Nevvie so she could get her bags. “Now go get checked in.”
 	Nevvie made it to her gate with plenty of time to spare and caught her flight. Within hours she was in the air again, this time to Denver to wait for her flight to Sheridan. That was when she was finally able to call Tom.
 	“We need to put one of those tracking collars on you, baby girl. Like they do the bears in Yellowstone.”
 	She laughed, relieved. He didn’t sound nearly as upset as she worried he might be. “I know. One of those tags in my ears, too?”
 	“Nah, that’d just look silly.”
 	“I’m sorry I didn’t call you before I left.”
 	“It’s okay. We understand. Are you okay?”
 	She took a moment to think about it. Her stomach was still in knots. She thought at one point on the Atlanta to Denver flight she might need the airsick bag, but then after a few pretzels it settled again. “I think I’m more sleep deprived than anything at this point. My stomach’s a mess. How’s Ty?”
 	“He’s being Tyler. How do you think he is?” At that moment, she heard Tyler yelling in the background.
 	“Is that her? Give me the phone, blast you! Why didn’t you tell me she was on the phone?” Nevvie snickered as Tyler came onto the line. “Love, where in bloody blue blazes are you?”
 	“I’m sitting in Denver, waiting for my flight to Sheridan and sipping a latte. You want to take it down a few notches, or do I need to tell Tommy to spike your Earl Grey tea with some of his pain meds to mellow you the fuck out?”
 	He let out an exaggerated sigh. “I’m just concerned about your safety.”
 	“I’m in freaking Denver, Ty. I don’t think I could be much safer unless I was in a padded room somewhere in outer Mongolia.”
 	“I can fly out there tomorrow and—”
 	“No.”
 	From the moment it took him to respond, her answer must have taken him aback. “What?”
 	“I said no. No thank you, Ty. I can do this.” She took a deep breath. “I need to do this.” She thought about it a little longer. “I want to do this. I want to be charitable. Lord knows, I have enough experience dealing with hospitals. If nothing else, maybe at least I can help run interference with the doctors or something and let them focus on her. Bottom line is, I don’t want to spit in the face of the good fortune I’ve had in my life.”
 	His voice sounded different. “I’m so very, very proud of you, love.”
 	“That warms the cockles of my heart. Oh, and by the way, if you haven’t noticed, I’m extremely sleep deprived.”
 	“The extra dose of snark was a clue, angel.” She heard the smile in his voice.
 	“Okay. Just wanted to make sure you understood I’m not trying to be bitchy, but my don’t-be-bitchy filter is in the shop.”
 	“I do. I’ll get packed and head up to Savannah today.”
 	“No, you don’t need to do that, either.”
 	“Well, why not?”
 	For such a smart guy, he was so totally clueless sometimes. “Do I need to do the math for you? Let Mom and Dad have some alone time.”
 	“What do you mean, ‘alone time’? They aren’t alone. They have the boys there.”
 	“Alone as in a-looone. Without the three of us hanging over them. As in, they can have lots of time to talk when the kids are napping or sleeping.”
 	“What?”
 	She pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed. “Man. Woman. Together. Alone. Do. The. Math.”
 	“Oh. Ooohhhhh. Ah. Now I’m tracking, love.”
 	“And I’m the sleep-deprived one.”
 	“Right. Love you, here’s Thomas, before he rips the bloody phone out of my hand.”
 	Tom came back on the line. “What are you two talking about?”
 	“You realize that damn thing has a speaker function, right?”
 	“Yeah, baby girl, duh. But he yanked it away from me. What were you talking about?”
 	“Tyler wanted to go chaperone Mom and Dad.”
 	“Huh?”
 	“Let him explain it. I’m too tired. I need to go, my phone’s nearly dead. Love you.”
 	“Love you, too. Call us when you land.”
 	“Will do.” She hung up and stared at the phone. Then she stared at her empty latte cup.
 	She eyed the restaurant two gates down that also sold liquor. It was tempting.
 	Very tempting.
 	She let out a sigh. With the condition she was in, it would put her on her ass, not to mention it might make her yak on the next flight. She trudged the other direction to the Starbucks and ordered two more lattes.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	It was nearly eight that night by the time she landed in Sheridan, rented a car, found a hotel room, and located the hospital. She texted Tom that she’d arrived safely. Then she texted Kyle and he met her at the hospital entrance with a hug.
 	He looked years older than he had when they’d had dinner with them.
 	“Thanks for coming, Nevvie. I’m sorry it’s not under better circumstances.
 	“It’s okay. How are you and Jacob holding up?”
 	He shrugged. “I feel numb right now. We knew she wasn’t well, but we found out this morning she wasn’t telling us how sick she really was. Her regular doctor came to see her and told us she’s known she’s been bad for a while. One of her friends from her church used to drive her to her appointments while we were working.”
 	He led her inside the hospital. While it certainly wasn’t as large as the one she’d spent more than her fair share inside of in Tampa, at that time of night it still had an antiseptic air, combined with the haunting feeling of impending doom.
 	Or maybe it was just her sleep-deprived state.
 	In the ICU, she scrubbed her hands and followed Kyle to Mary’s cubicle. In this ICU, there were no solid walls separating the bed areas, just curtains. When they stepped inside, Jacob looked up from where he was sitting beside her. His eyes were red and puffy, as if they’d just missed him crying.
 	Mary, her eyes closed, looked even more frail lying in a bed that dwarfed her.
 	“Hi, Nevvie,” he softly said.
 	She walked over and hugged him. “Hey, how you doing?”
 	He shrugged.
 	Kyle pulled another chair over so all three of them could sit at her side. The nurses didn’t interrupt them.
 	“Have you guys gotten any sleep?” Nevvie asked.
 	Kyle shook his head. “What’s that?”
 	“Okay, why don’t you two try to get some sleep? I’ll stay here with her.”
 	“You’ve got to be as exhausted as we are after your trip,” Jacob said.
 	She shrugged. “Now’s not the time for the story, but let’s just say I’m no stranger to all-night hospital vigils.”
 	The brothers looked at each other for a minute, as if looking for permission from the other to go. Nevvie was reminded of the two little boys who sat on her bed that afternoon so long ago, crying, begging her not to leave.
 	“Go home,” she softly said, firmly taking charge. “I’ll call you if there’s any change. Make sure you charge your phones.”
 	They both nodded. Each brother gave her a strong hug that nearly started her crying before they walked out.
 	When the nurse came in a few minutes later to check on Mary, she looked slightly taken aback.
 	“Where are her sons?”
 	“I sent them home to get some sleep.” Nevvie had moved to the recliner next to the bed, propping herself up on her side so she could see both Mary and the TV.
 	“And you are?”
 	Nevvie knew the nurse wasn’t trying to be officious, but she also wouldn’t tolerate any bullshit from anyone at this point. “I’m her daughter. I’m staying with her tonight.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie managed a few catnaps. When the unit’s on-call physician made rounds to check on everyone at midnight, she cornered him and made him sit down with her at the nurses’ station with Mary’s chart and go over everything.
 	She digested the information he gave her. After a moment, she said, “Realistically, how long are we looking at?”
 	His lips pressed together, forming a thin line. He shook his head. “We’re just trying to keep her comfortable. She’s too fragile to transfer to hospice.”
 	She let out the breath she’d been holding. “Okay. Thank you, Doctor.”
 	“Would you like me to call the chaplain for you?”
 	“No, it’s okay.” She returned to Mary’s bedside and resumed her previous position and managed to drift to sleep again.
 	A little before dawn, a noise awoke her. She opened her eyes and saw Mary staring at her. “Good morning,” Nevvie said.
 	A faint smile curled Mary’s lips, but she didn’t speak. Nevvie sat up and quickly texted Kyle that she was awake. He immediately replied, before she could even put her phone down, that they were on the way.
 	Nevvie reached over and gently wrapped her fingers around Mary’s hand. “How are you feeling?” Calling her “mom” still stuck in her mouth and rolled around like a cold, iron marble.
 	“You’re here.”
 	Nevvie nodded. “I got here last night. I sent the boys home to sleep. It’s almost morning. They’re on their way back now.”
 	Mary gave the slightest of nods. “Your babies are beautiful.”
 	Nevvie swore she wouldn’t cry even though her stomach rolled again. “Thank you.”
 	“You’re a better mother than I was. I’m sorry.”
 	“It’s okay. It’s in the past.”
 	Mary shook her head. “No. Not okay. You don’t let fear stop you from being a good mom. I was scared. I gave in.”
 	Nevvie heard the monitors make slightly more erratic noises than they had all night. She knew Mary was getting herself upset and it wouldn’t help her. “It doesn’t matter. I love you, and I’m here for you, and that’s all in the past. Okay?” She smiled and squeezed Mary’s hand. “I’m here for you, Mom.”
 	Well, her head didn’t explode. That was progress.
 	Don’t spit in the face of good fortune.
 	“You made Kyle and Jacob so happy, Nevvie,” she said. Her voice sounded even weaker. “Thank you for not holding what I did against them. You’re the only family they have now.” Her eyes closed as she drifted back to sleep.
 	It was obvious to Nevvie that Kyle and Jacob had made Mary their life. Jacob had recounted to her the seminal incident that happened the day Jim abandoned them, one that Kyle didn’t know about. Jim had started slapping Mary, and Jacob had intervened. Kyle had still been at school that afternoon, and even though Jacob knew he didn’t stand a chance against his father physically, Jacob had told the man to go to hell.
 	Jacob remembered it had started with Mary telling Jim that no, she wouldn’t uproot the boys again to go somewhere, and he’d started slapping her, yelling at her that he was her husband and she would submit to him. Jim had been so startled by his son’s defiance that when he went to hit him, Mary grabbed his arm and told him to get the hell out or she’d have him arrested.
 	Neither Jacob, nor Kyle, had gone to college. Jacob had dropped out his junior year of high school and got a GED so he could go to work full-time. Mary and Jacob had insisted Kyle finish high school, but he also immediately went to work full-time after graduation. Both boys had held part-time jobs while in high school to help make ends meet. Mary had worked up until Kyle’s junior year, when she was forced to quit due to her health.
 	Nevvie felt too tired to contemplate the ramifications. She wouldn’t have wished what she went through on anyone, but once she met Tom and Tyler, her life had turned into a fairy tale by comparison.
 	Kyle and Jacob were two young men about to lose their mother.
 	Nevvie had a loving extended family.
 	These two had nobody but her, once Mary died.
 	When Kyle and Jacob returned, Mary opened her eyes again and managed a smile for them. The doctors made morning rounds and, out of Mary’s earshot, told the three of them that if she made it through the day, it would be a miracle.
 	In silence, the three gathered around her bedside again to wait. It didn’t take long. Nevvie’s experienced ear noticed the monitors growing even more erratic, alarms tripping so frequently that the nurses finally set them to silent mode. They stopped taking her vital signs as well, giving them privacy.
 	A little before nine that morning, Mary opened her eyes and looked at all three of them. “I love all of you,” she whispered.
 	“We love you, too, Mom,” Nevvie said.
 	Kyle and Jacob nodded. “I love you, Mom,” Jacob said.
 	“Me, too,” Kyle echoed. “I love you.”
 	Mary nodded, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes.
 	Nevvie felt Mary’s grip on her hand go lax. Then Nevvie heard an alarm trip out at the nurse’s station. A nurse and a doctor hurried in, the doctor silently taking out a stethoscope to listen to Mary’s chest.
 	Kyle and Jacob both started crying. Nevvie took a deep breath and closed her eyes. I don’t believe in You, God, but she did. Take care of her for us.
 	Both brothers seemed to be in a daze. After a few minutes, they stood and each of them kissed Mary’s forehead. Nevvie stood and did the same. Then she carefully tucked Mary’s hands under the sheet and pulled it up over her face. She slung her purse over her shoulder, grabbed her brothers by the hands, and, following a nurse, led them to a small consultation room where Mary’s doctor soon joined them.
 	The blur soon started. On autopilot and taking charge, Nevvie arranged for a local funeral home to come get her. Mary had told the boys she didn’t want a service, and that she wanted to be cremated and interred in Florida next to Michael.
 	Nevvie suspected that was partly due to their lack of finances, but when the men asked the funeral home representative about the costs, Nevvie shushed them. “It doesn’t matter. I’m taking care of this.”
 	The men nodded, looking even more like the little brothers she remembered.
 	After getting the arrangements made, Nevvie ordered them to go home and sleep. “Have you all told your bosses what’s happened?”
 	They nodded.
 	“Okay. I’ll come over and bring dinner around eight tonight.” She felt giddy, like she could bounce off walls, and knew that was a sign of her extremely sleep-deprived status. “Go home, and sleep. We’ll talk when I come over tonight. I have to get some sleep.”
 	Back at her hotel, she texted Tom and Tyler she was going to sleep and not to bother her. Then she set up a wake-up call with the front desk, stripped off her clothes, and fell into bed.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie wanted to kill whoever it was calling her at that ungodly hour. She pried open an eye and saw it looked barely daylight outside from the color of the light seeping in around the curtains.
 	Then her mind poked her enough to remind her she was in a hotel room.
 	In Sheridan, Wyoming.
 	And that the ringing phone was most likely the front desk.
 	She grabbed it and an automated messaged confirmed it was her wake-up call.
 	With a sigh she climbed out of bed before hanging up the phone. If she didn’t get moving, she knew she’d collapse into bed again. The front desk gave her the number to a pizza place nearby. She called in an order and picked it up on her way to the apartment.
 	The men still looked lost. From their red, puffy eyes, she knew they’d been crying. She put the pizzas on the table. “Did you get any sleep?” she asked.
 	They nodded.
 	“Good. Come eat.”
 	They did.
 	After a quiet dinner, Jacob asked, “Nevvie, would you please take her to the cemetery there in Tampa?”
 	“No.” Both men looked startled, but she clarified. “You’re going to do it.”
 	When it was obvious Jacob was going to object on the grounds of they had no money to make the trip, she held up a staying hand. “What are you going to do now that she’s gone? Honestly?”
 	The men looked at each other. “We have to move,” Kyle said. “The apartment was in her name. We used to live in an old trailer before we got her divorced from the asshole. This was from her government assistance. We’ll have to be out by the end of the month.”
 	“And what about your jobs?”
 	The men shrugged. “They’re jobs,” Jacob said. “With Mom gone, now I guess I can get a second job.”
 	Neither man had careers. Jacob worked on cars for a friend of his, but wasn’t a certified mechanic. Kyle was a janitor at a local office building.
 	Neither of them fast-tracked to success. Sheridan, while a nice place to live, had limited opportunities for someone without training or a higher education.
 	“You don’t have any family here. You don’t have girlfriends. You have sucky jobs and the winters here are brutal. Right?”
 	The men nodded.
 	She was working on pure adrenaline at this point. In the morning, she might wonder if this was a stupid idea, but for the time being it sounded great to her.
 	“I’m renting a moving truck tomorrow for you,” she said. “I’ll help you pack, and we’ll get you to Florida. Tom’s company just started a survey division. They’re hiring.”
 	“We don’t know anything about surveying,” Kyle said.
 	“I know that. They’ll train you.” She leaned back against the kitchen counter. “And you’re both going to go to school, at least to a trade school, so you aren’t stuck living your lives in some shit hole like this.” She waved her hands around at the apartment. “Do you think she would have wanted to you end up like Jim? The only requirement I’m going to ask of you to help you out is that you both work your asses off and make something out of yourselves with this opportunity. It’s not a freebie. If you screw up, I won’t bail you out. You won’t get a second chance with me if you mess it up. And if you ever get the chance to help someone else in the future, then do it. Don’t spit in the face of good fortune. Deal?”
 	Both men stood and hugged her. “Deal!” they both said.

 


Chapter Twenty-Five
	It still seemed like a good idea in the morning. Her first call was to Kenny and Maggie at the office to tell them what she’d done. They agreed to hold two positions for Kyle and Jacob. “This isn’t a gimme, either,” Nevvie said. “If they screw up, they get fired like anyone else. I don’t want them treated any differently than any other employee.”
 	“Okay,” Kenny said. “Will do.”
 	Nevvie suspected from what she knew of the two men that they not only wouldn’t screw up, but that they would make full use of this opportunity.
 	Her next call was to a U-Haul dealer to rent a truck. And then to the rental-car agency to change her rental terms from local to one-way.
 	It wasn’t until after she made the arrangements that she told Tom and Tyler what she’d done.
 	“You’re on fire this morning, baby girl,” Tom said. “Are you doing okay?”
 	“Yeah, I have something to focus on.”
 	The men had remembered to put the phone in speaker mode. “Do you want me to fly out and join you?” Tyler offered.
 	“No, I’m okay. I want to do this.”
 	“And where, exactly, are they going to live when they get here?” Tom asked.
 	“They can get an apartment. If you mean immediately, they can stay at our house for a few days. We’ll help them find someplace affordable that isn’t like the dump you rescued me from in Suitcase City. They’ll be making enough money they can afford something better than here. You saw what a shit hole they live in.”
 	She thought she heard Tyler start to say something, but Tom shushed him. “Just keep us informed, baby girl. Love you.”
 	“Love you,” Tyler echoed.
 	“Love you, too.” She hung up and called Peggy to check on the boys. She was surprised when Karen answered the house phone.
 	“What’re you doing there?”
 	Karen laughed. “They’re out having lunch before going to the grocery store. I’m babysitting.”
 	A bright spot. “Aaaand?”
 	“Oh, there’s love in the air, all right. I’m just staying out of their way.”
 	After Nevvie finished her calls, she consulted the list she’d started. While she did, she munched on a few pretzels from the bag she’d bought in hopes they’d settle her stomach. She didn’t want to suck down too much of the antacid she’d bought last night, even though it had helped a little. At least everything happening had taken her mind off Alex, who was still at large, according to Bob.
 	And if she wasn’t in Florida, Alex couldn’t find her. She wouldn’t feel like she had to look over her shoulder all the time.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom disconnected from Nevvie’s call and looked at Tyler. “What is your problem?”
 	“What are you talking about?”
 	“You wanting to race in there and save Nevvie when she obviously doesn’t need saving.”
 	“I just don’t want her going through this alone is all.”
 	“If she needs us, she’ll tell us. I know you mean well, but sometimes you have a tendency to go overboard.” Tyler had acted odd ever since they found out about Alex. Tom wondered if it was stress or something else. “You, on the other hand, tend to keep shit to yourself until it finally blows up in your face. So spill it. What’s going on?”
 	Tyler glared at him. “I’m worried about Alex hurting her or the boys. All right? I couldn’t protect her the last time, and I bloody well don’t want him trying again.”
 	Tom had suspected as much and grabbed Tyler to hug him. At first resisting, Tyler finally returned his embrace.
 	Tom nuzzled the top of Tyler’s head with his chin. “It’s okay,” he gently said. “Nevvie knows you love her, but she’s got things she needs to deal with on her own. She’s a big girl. We’ll keep her safe, I promise. But let her work through this in her way. Okay?”
 	“It’s not that easy for me. You know that.”
 	“I know it’s not. But instead of smothering her, talk to me. I’ve got big shoulders. Vent to me. Please?”
 	“Fine.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	It’s not fine. It’s not fine at all. But Tyler wasn’t about to tell Tom that and get him worried. After a few minutes, he broke their embrace. “I need to go. I have errands to run.”
 	Tom pulled him back and ground his hips against him. “Aw, can’t we play first? Bet it’ll take your mind off everything.”
 	Tyler smiled and kissed him. “Later, love. It’s research for my book.”
 	“Ah, okay.” Tom kissed him again. “But I want a rain check for this afternoon.”
 	“Done.”
 	Tyler didn’t like fibbing to Tom like that, but it was necessary. Tom would rat him out to Nevvie, and that could not be allowed to happen.
 	There were three other customers at the gun store when he arrived. He kept the 9mm Glock in a locked case in his trunk, along with his shooting glasses and earmuffs.
 	Jack waved to him when he entered. “Here for another session?”
 	Tyler nodded. “I’ll need some ammunition, please. Three boxes, to start. And targets. The large ones with the body on them.”
 	“Here you go.” Jack handed him the boxes and targets and started a ticket for him. “Lane three is all yours.”
 	“Thanks.”
 	Tyler put the muffs on before entering the target range. He set up at his lane, hung a target and ran it out, then loaded the gun. His practices were going well. As Jack had predicted, he was becoming quite a good shot.
 	Tyler squeezed off the first shot, which went between where a human’s eyes would be. As he did, he pictured Alex LaRogue’s face. His concealed weapon permit hadn’t arrived yet, but it was still early. Once he received it, he would carry the gun on him. He’d already purchased two different holsters, one for the waistband of his pants in the middle of his back, and one for under his arm.
 	He wasn’t sure yet how he’d hide it from Nevvie, but he’d figure that out later. When home alone, he’d practiced drawing the gun, unloaded of course, from both holsters. Knowing how to shoot it would do him absolutely no good if he couldn’t get to the bloody thing.
 	For right now, he was only interested in making sure every shot counted.
 	He squeezed off another round, this one hitting the bull’s-eye over the target’s heart.

 


Chapter Twenty-Six
	Nevvie felt like she’d been away from Savannah for eight weeks instead of eight days. When she’d told Peggy about moving Kyle and Jacob to Florida, Peggy had insisted they come there first to rest.
 	“Besides,” Peggy said, “if they’re family, I want to meet ’em.”
 	While amused, Nevvie felt sympathy pangs at how ill at ease the two men first seemed to be upon meeting everyone. Nevvie pulled them aside before dinner. “Listen, they mean it when they welcome people in as family. So suck it up, you just got adopted.”
 	The brothers laughed and hugged her again. “You have no idea what this means to us, Nev,” Kyle said.
 	“Yeah, well, thank me after Kenny and Maggie put you through the wringer at work. They’re taskmasters.”
 	“We won’t let you down,” Jacob swore.
 	Nevvie knew they wouldn’t. The men had already been half packed when she’d returned to their apartment the next morning. It looked like they’d spent half the night scouring Sheridan’s liquor stores for packing boxes. They also sold their beater cars before they left Sheridan, which netted them a few hundred dollars each. They’d already decided to share a car at first when they got to Florida, since they’d be working together anyway.
 	In fact, Peggy had to order the brothers out of the yard when they insisted on doing yard work for her the first afternoon they were there.
 	“Y’all are guests, I said. Now sit down and play with your nephews. If you still want to pull weeds tomorrow, have at it. But it’s too hot out there right now, and you’re both tired. So just rest.”
 	“Yes, ma’am,” they said.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie was making herself a cup of hot tea in the kitchen after lunch when Peggy walked in and hugged her. “I want to tell you how proud I am of you.”
 	Nevvie blushed. “What’d I do?”
 	“When I first met you, I remember how I commented to Tyler how you reminded me of a scared little dog we once had. It had been abused and it clung to me. That’s what you reminded me of with the boys. It was like you were afraid to let them out of your sight.”
 	Nevvie laughed. “I was that bad, huh?”
 	Peggy shrugged. “Understandable, now that I know what you’ve been through. But now do you know what you remind me of?”
 	“A crazy lady?”
 	“No, sugar. You remind me of a fierce momma bear. And I don’t just mean about your babies, either. I mean about Tyler and Tom, and even Andrew a little. And now those two boys. I feel sorry for anyone who tries to mess with your brood.”
 	Nevvie blushed. “They’re family.”
 	“They’re adults. You didn’t have to do what you did. Not many people would have done what you did.”
 	“Are you saying I’m wrong?”
 	“Nope. Just the opposite. I think you’re a damn fine woman and I can’t tell you how proud of you I am to call you my daughter.”
 	Nevvie hugged her. As she did, she thought about the urn of ashes sitting on the bedside table in Kyle and Jacob’s bedroom. “Thanks, Mom,” she whispered. “You don’t know how much that means to me.” She sniffled. “Can I ask you a question, Mom?”
 	“Of course, sugar.”
 	“Is Andrew gonna be our new daddy?”
 	Peggy burst out laughing as Nevvie dissolved into a giggle fit. “I don’t know, but I sure do like the way he makes me smile. I haven’t laughed this much in years.”
 	“Well, for the record, Tommy, Tyler, and I are all for it if it happens.”
 	“Karen’s already asked if we could have a double wedding. That girl is gonna be the death of me.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie left Adam and Mikey in Savannah. She turned in her rental car there, and drove the SUV from Peggy’s house home to Tampa. They arrived late in the evening, so Nevvie insisted they leave the truck parked in the driveway for the night. Tom had lined up a storage unit for Jacob and Kyle, and they were eager to unload and start working as soon as possible.
 	After dinner, and agreeing on the agenda for the next day, Nevvie was more than happy to collapse in her own bed, flanked by her men. At that point, she was so tired she didn’t even care about Alex. If he could manage to get the drop on them with an alarm system and four men who would likely defend her to the death, then she deserved to die.
 	The next morning, after sleeping over ten hours to catch up on what she didn’t get while on the road, she didn’t feel quite as sanguine about the Alex situation. “I told Mom about us wanting to build a house up there,” she confessed.
 	“You did, huh?” Tom asked.
 	“Yeah. Are you mad?”
 	“No, baby girl, I’m not mad. I was wondering if this whole thing wouldn’t settle your mind on the matter.”
 	“It’s not like we have to move up there right away,” she said. “It’ll take a while to buy a place and build a house.”
 	Tom arched an eyebrow. “You’re telling me how long it’ll take to build a house? Not like I do this for a living or anything.”
 	“You know what I mean.”
 	“You’re unusually quiet, Evil Genius.”
 	Tyler looked at them. “If it was up to me, we’d all be living in Savannah at this moment. You know that. At least until they recapture Alex.”
 	Nevvie threw her arms around him. “It’ll be okay. I know it will.” He finally returned her embrace. Something about him felt different, off. “Are you feeling all right? Do I need to call your doctor?”
 	He rewarded her with a smile. “No, love. Nothing like that. Physically, I feel fine.” He kissed her. “Let’s get today’s chores completed so I can get back to writing.”
 	“You don’t have to help, Ty. I’d rather you get your work done.”
 	“No, it’s not that. I have some more research I want to do today. But I want to help.”
 	“Oh, okay.” Nevvie suspected there was more to it than that, but they had too much to do to for her to worry about it.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	After they finished unloading Jacob and Kyle’s things into the storage unit, they went home, cleaned up, and Tom took them to the office to introduce them to Kenny and Maggie and get their employment paperwork filled out. They would start working the next Monday.
 	That night, Tyler cooked a huge spread for dinner and Nevvie was able to put Alex out of her mind.
 	When they turned in for the night, Nevvie snuggled up against Tom while rubbing her butt against Tyler. “I think I’d like you two to distract me tonight.”
 	Tom smirked. “Oh, really, baby girl?”
 	“Uh-huh.”
 	Tyler’s hand slipped down her flesh and rested on her hip. “I think we could arrange something.” He ground his hips against her. She didn’t miss how his cock hardened as it rubbed along the seam of her ass.
 	Tom, also hard, rolled her on top of him and reached between her legs. “She’s already wet, Ty. Why don’t we fill our girl really good tonight. Get the lube.”
 	“Right!”
 	Tom’s fingers rubbed her clit, drawing soft moans from her as she felt her pussy clench, even more moisture flooding her cunt. Tom lifted her, impaling her on his cock. “That’s better,” he said as he went back to fingering her clit.
 	Tyler returned with the lube and pushed her down onto Tom’s chest. His voice sounded thick and hoarse with need. “Stick that beautiful arse in the air so I can fuck it, love.”
 	He took his time prepping her, finger-fucking her ass with first one, then two, then three fingers. He stretched her, the pleasant pinch stoking her passion even more, making her pussy clench around Tom’s cock buried inside her.
 	“Goddamn it, Ty, hurry up. I’m gonna come just from the way she’s squeezing me.”
 	“Patience, loves.” Eventually, his fingers withdrew and he replaced them with his cock. The warm, swollen head pushed forward, past the first ring of muscle, and made her whine with need. She wanted him deep inside her, both cocks pounding her. Once his cock was completely fisted by her tight ass, he sat up and pulled her with him. He cupped her breasts in his hands and started plucking at her nipples. “All right, is that better?”
 	Nevvie couldn’t speak. It felt too damn good. She nodded, letting her head drop back to rest on Tyler’s shoulder. Tom’s fingers returned to her clit. Helpless to move, the men pulled first one, then two orgasms out of her, intensified by both hard cocks stretching and filling her.
 	“Please,” she gasped, “fuck me!”
 	“Ah, my sweet angel is begging,” Tyler teased. “I don’t think you’ve begged quite enough yet.”
 	“Please fuck me. I want to feel you both come inside me.”
 	“Ty,” Tom said, “let’s give the lady what she wants. If she keeps talking like that, I’m gonna come anyway.”
 	“Very well.” He pushed her down on top of Tom again and started a slow, grinding fuck, every stroke pressing Tom’s cock into her G-spot. Beneath her, Tom also started moving slowly inside her, hitting her clit as well.
 	She bit down on Tom’s shoulder to muffle her cries as she came again, this time harder than the others, her body beyond her control as her cunt milked their cocks.
 	“That’s it, love,” Ty grunted. He started fucking her harder, faster, making her moan. She heard and felt his balls slapping against her with each thrust. A fine patina of sweat covered her. The light dusting of hair on Tom’s chest rubbed against her nipples, creating even more erotic friction.
 	“You gonna come again, baby girl?” Tom asked as he dug his fingers into her hips and started thrusting harder.
 	She did, closing her eyes and letting go, letting passion completely take over as the men fucked her harder and faster.
 	She felt Tom’s cock in her pussy grow even harder, swelling and throbbing. “Get ready,” he grunted. He buried himself in her even more deeply one last time as his cock throbbed and shot his cum inside her.
 	“Yes!” Tyler gasped, spilling his load in her ass. Tyler braced himself with his arms, trying not to fall on her. All of them lay there, sweating, panting, and fully satisfied.
 	Nevvie winced a little when Tyler pulled out and went to clean up. He brought a washcloth for her. Then they snuggled in bed together.
 	“Better?” Tom asked.
 	“Uh-huh.” She let out a happy sigh. “Much better.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The next day, Nevvie drove Kyle and Jacob to the cemetery. The three of them sat in front of Michael Barton’s gravestone. Jacob held the urn cradled in his lap.
 	“She still loved him,” Jacob said. His eyes looked red, although Nevvie hadn’t seen him shed a tear that morning. “She told us a couple of weeks ago when we were talking to her and asking her questions after you left. She said she didn’t regret having us, because she loved us. But that she never stopped loving Michael.” He looked at Kyle.
 	Kyle nodded. “She apologized to us for moving us out there. She said she wished she’d just stood up to…that man and took us three kids and left him.” Nevvie noticed that neither man said Jim’s name any more often than necessary. “I get why she did it. I don’t blame her for it, but I don’t agree with it, either. I would have rather the three of us kids been together with her and struggling to get by than stuck out there and struggling to get by.”
 	“She missed you, Nevvie,” Jacob said. “She cried so much after you left. I think it broke her heart. I know it’s small consolation now, and neither one of us would blame you if you hated her for what she did, but I don’t think she ever forgave herself, either.”
 	They sat there for a few minutes. Nevvie quietly asked a question that had swirled through her mind. “Do you ever want to find your father?”
 	“No,” both men said, forcefully and in unison.
 	“I couldn’t care less what happens to him,” Jacob said. “He broke up our family. Screw honoring your parents. He’s done nothing to deserve being honored.” He took a deep breath and looked at Nevvie. “I really think the main reason he made Mom give you up was because he saw you as a threat.”
 	“What? I was fifteen.”
 	“Yeah,” Kyle said, “but you were all Mom had left of Michael besides pictures. That was a bond he couldn’t control.” Kyle’s gaze returned to the headstone. “Your father was a thousand times more the man ours is. Ours wasn’t worth shit.”
 	After sitting and talking for a while longer, Kyle and Jacob opened the urn and carefully spread Mary’s ashes into the grass in front of the grave marker. Nevvie had already visited the cemetery office and made arrangements to have a marker for her added.
 	“Well,” Jacob quietly said, “they’re finally together again. She’s at peace.”
 	Kyle nodded. “Nev, you don’t have any idea how much it means to us, not just everything you’ve done for us to help us, but coming to find her. And coming out to visit her…you know.” He sniffled. “I think she was holding on in hopes that maybe you would come. Once she got to see you one more time…” He shrugged. “Maybe that’s stupid. I don’t know.”
 	“It’s not stupid,” Nevvie said. “Maybe she did. I’m glad I was able to make peace with her. I spent a lot of years angry and hurt.” She took a deep breath. “I didn’t have it easy. I had some bad luck followed by bad choices, and it nearly got me killed. If I hadn’t met Ty and Tommy, I don’t know if I’d even be here today.”
 	“We won’t let you down,” Kyle said. It was something both men had repeated to her countless times.
 	She reached out and held both their hands. “I know. We’re a family. And family sticks together.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven
	Nevvie returned to Savannah three days later. She missed her kids, and she missed Mom and Dad. At least she was able to have dinner with John, Kelly, and Laurie before she left. After Laurie left the table, Nevvie quietly confided to John and Kelly what was going on with the Alex situation.
 	John looked murderous. “Tomorrow after I get off work, I’ll take you over to the gun shop I use. We’ll get you set up.”
 	Nevvie struggled and finally succeeded in not laughing at him. He might not understand her amusement was due to loving how concerned he was over her welfare. “I’m not much of a gun person, John. I’m sorry. Maybe if it drags on for a while. I’m still hoping they’ll catch him soon. When they do, he’ll go back to jail for his full sentence, plus possibly longer if they add on new charges.”
 	He frowned. “I still don’t like it. You and those babies need to be protected.”
 	“It’ll be okay. There’s no way he can track us to Savannah.”
 	Kyle and Jacob had jumped into their new jobs and were impressing Kenny. Tom and Tyler would be along in a few days with the RV after they helped Kyle and Jacob move into their new apartment near their house. It wasn’t the fanciest complex around, but it was in a safe neighborhood and within the men’s budgets.
 	They were already exploring their options regarding education.
 	Nevvie couldn’t be prouder of them.
 	Adam was flying a kite with Andrew in the backyard when she arrived. Mikey was sitting in his playpen on the porch with Peggy.
 	Nevvie waved to Adam and Andrew before sitting on the porch swing with Peggy. “It’s good to be home,” Nevvie said.
 	“Home?”
 	“Yeah. With my family. I think I learned something from all this. I mean the RV trip and everything.”
 	“Not to let Tyler help empty the dump tank?”
 	“Besides that.”
 	“Adam says not to wake Tyler up and tell him there’s a bison by the RV.”
 	Nevvie laughed. “True, but not the point I had in mind.”
 	“And what would that be?”
 	Nevvie smiled. “Home isn’t any one place. It’s with them, it’s with you. It’s with Tommy and Tyler.”
 	“You’re not thinking about turning in to a gypsy are you? Start roaming the country with the men and the boys in that RV?”
 	Nevvie vigorously shook her head. “Oh, no. Hell no. But I think tomorrow I’m going to start looking at property.”
 	“You should talk to Ben Jones next door. He was talking about selling and moving to Michigan to be closer to his kids.”
 	“Really?”
 	Peggy nodded. “When he told me that, I told him I’d send you his way.” She smiled.
 	Nevvie hugged her. “That would be fantastic!”
 	“Y’all wouldn’t even have to build, if you didn’t want to. His house is older, but it’s not in bad shape.”
 	“I’ll go talk to him tomorrow. I want to rest tonight. And I’m starving.”
 	“You’re in luck. Andy’s making shepherd’s pie for dinner.”
 	“Andy?”
 	Peggy didn’t respond, but her barely concealed grin didn’t fool Nevvie in the least.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	“You know, Karen, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m beginning to hate cake.” Nevvie stared at the samples in front of them. They still had five more to go. Peggy and Andrew had begged off going to stay home with the boys and their guests.
 	“Hey, you’re my maid of honor. You have to help me do this. I don’t want to get fat alone.”
 	Nevvie burped. “Excuse me.” She patted her stomach. “I’m going to gain a hundred pounds at this rate. You’re killing me. First the caterer, now this.” Her stomach rolled again. It had settled down in the days following her return from Sheridan, but now, a week since she’d returned to Savannah, it had started up again.
 	She wasn’t sure if it was the wedding food sampling with Karen or the lack of news on Alex’s whereabouts that had triggered the latest round of indigestion.
 	“Misery loves company, kiddo.”
 	“After the cookout this weekend, I’m going to be a wreck.”
 	Karen tried another cake sample, immediately made a face, and pushed it away. “Nope. Don’t even try that one. Are Kyle and Jacob riding up with Tommy and Ty?”
 	“Yeah. Kenny’s closing up shop for four days since the Fourth’s on a Monday this year. They’ll be here sometime tonight. Tyler’s going to stay for a few days before he goes back to Tampa for a book signing.” John, Kelly, and Laurie had arrived the evening before to spend the weekend as well. Laurie had asked for and received permission to spend several weeks in Savannah with Nevvie and her two nephews. Nevvie looked forward to spending time with her little sister. With John now officially retired from the Air Force, they could relax and enjoy the weekend with their new extended family, too.
 	“I heard Momma on the phone with Tommy. She put the kibosh on him and John lighting fireworks down by the pond.”
 	“I don’t blame her. I told Tommy I didn’t want him setting off fireworks, either.”
 	“You all right? You don’t look like you feel good.”
 	Nevvie shook her head. “I don’t feel good. I’m sorry, but I can’t eat anymore.”
 	“Maybe you should go take a gun class. Let John help you. Might put your mind at ease.”
 	“I want to get through the summer and your wedding and buying the new house.”
 	“This’ll cheer you up. Guess what I saw last night?”
 	“What?”
 	Karen’s grin looked nearly painful. “Momma and Andrew were sitting on the porch swing. He had his arm around her shoulders.”
 	“So?”
 	“He kissed her.”
 	Nevvie gasped. “You were spying on them?”
 	“Not technically. I was in the kitchen washing dishes. They were right there.”
 	“So what kind of kiss?”
 	“A kiss,” Karen insisted. “I mean a good one.” Andrew and Peggy had gone out alone on several dates. “A spit-swapping, tonsil-tickling—”
 	“All right!” Nevvie held up her hand. “I get it. They’ve got the hots for each other.” Her stomach rolled again, and this time she excused herself and got up, barely making the bathroom before she threw everything up.
 	A few minutes later, on shaky legs, Nevvie returned to the table.
 	“Nevvie, what’s wrong?”
 	“I don’t know.” She took a drink of water. “How do you feel?”
 	“What are you talking about?”
 	“Do you feel sick to your stomach or anything?”
 	“No. Why?”
 	“I just threw up.” Nevvie took a couple of deep breaths. She still felt a little shaky but not as bad. “I just wondered if I got food poisoning or something. Or maybe it’s an ulcer. My stomach’s been acting up the past couple of weeks.”
 	“No wonder, with all that bullshit about Alex and with Mary dying. I’m surprised you’re not in a loony bin.”
 	“That makes two of us.”
 	“We’ll stop by the drugstore when we’re done, if you want. Get you some antacid.”
 	“Thanks.” She gingerly pushed the other cake samples away from her.
 	“Well, it could always be worse,” Karen said as she tried another sample. “At least you’re not pregnant.” Karen laughed.
 	Nevvie started to laugh with her when her brain began calculating when exactly her last period was. With everything that had happened, she had completely lost track of things.
 	“Nevvie? What’s wrong.”
 	With a growing sense of horror, Nevvie realized she couldn’t remember when her last period was, but she was certainly overdue. “Oh, no,” she whispered.
 	“What?” When Nevvie didn’t answer her, Karen reached out and grabbed her arm. “Nevvie, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”
 	Nevvie felt tears pricking her eyes. “We need to go to the drugstore. Right now.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie went with Karen back to her apartment. She didn’t want to do this at Peggy’s house with everyone there. On the one hand, Nevvie hadn’t planned to be a mom again, but it wasn’t out of the question. On the other, she worried by not taking good care of herself, and with all the stress she’d been under, if it might not cause a problem if she was.
 	Karen stood outside the bathroom door. “Honey, if you are or aren’t, it’s okay.”
 	With shaking hands, Nevvie took the test. It must have been the sound of her crying that made Karen come in. She took the test strip from Nevvie, compared it to the box for the result, then hugged her.
 	“It’s okay, Nev.”
 	“But I’ve been on the pill! Christ, I’ve had wine, I’ve taken stuff for headaches. What if that causes a problem? And what about the problems I had when Mikey was born?”
 	“What if it doesn’t? Look, don’t panic, okay? And the doctor didn’t tell you not to have any more babies. He told you that if you did, they had to be C-section.” She took Nevvie out to the living room and settled her on the couch. Karen fixed her a cup of hot tea and sat with her. “Why don’t I call Momma and ask her to come over here?”
 	Nevvie nodded. “Okay,” she softly said. “But don’t tell her what’s wrong.”
 	Peggy arrived a half hour later. She took one look at Nevvie’s face. “What happened? What’s wrong?” She sat next to Nevvie and hugged her.
 	Karen showed her mom the pregnancy test.
 	She looked at Karen, then Nevvie. “I’m going to take a wild guess here that it’s Nevvie and not you.”
 	“It’s me, Mom,” Nevvie quietly said.
 	“Sugar, why are you so upset?”
 	Nevvie outlined her fears and the reasons why.
 	“Oh, honey, don’t you worry.” She hugged Nevvie again. “This’ll be just fine.”
 	Nevvie rode home with Peggy. “I’ve got to tell the boys,” she said in the car.
 	“Well, yeah, I’d guess so. It’s not going to be an easy thing to keep a secret like Adam with Harley.”
 	Okay, that did make Nevvie smile. Her son had kept up with his promise to help care for the puppy. Andrew was taking Adam and Harley to puppy training classes at a local pet store.
 	“When are you going to call them?” Peggy asked.
 	“Oh, no. I’m not telling Tyler while they’re on the road. He’s probably driving Tommy crazy already. I don’t need him adding to it.”
 	“You’re right. Probably a wise idea to wait.”
 	“If my mind wasn’t made before, now it is.”
 	“About what?” Peggy asked.
 	“Moving here. I don’t want to be anywhere around Tampa now until they catch Alex.” She smoothed her hands over her belly. “I won’t give him a chance to hurt my baby. Any of them.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Nevvie asked Peggy to keep the news quiet. She did, but she also made some calls for Nevvie and found a local ob-gyn who could see her next week. It was several nerve-wracking hours later when she heard the RV, followed by Tyler’s car, pull into the yard. Tom had managed to load Nevvie’s car on the car hauler and had towed it up for her as well. She wanted it there so Dad could have a car of his own to use.
 	Adam streaked across the yard into Tyler’s arms when he stepped out of his car. “Hi, Daddy!”
 	“Hello, you.” He patted Adam down.
 	“What are you looking for, Daddy?”
 	“Making sure you don’t have any hidden puppies or kittens.” It had now become a running joke between Adam and his dads.
 	Tom, Jacob, and Kyle climbed out of the RV. With all the introductions made and everyone settled into their rooms, and the RV hooked up to electric so Kyle and Jacob could sleep there during their stay, they all finally sat down to dinner.
 	Nevvie’s stomach had moderately settled. In retrospect, she felt stupid for not recognizing the signs, but her morning sickness hadn’t been as pronounced this time around as it had been for her first two pregnancies.
 	It wasn’t until the boys were finally put to bed, everyone said good night, and she was alone in the bedroom with her men that Tyler cornered her. “What’s wrong, love?” He sat on the bed next to her and gathered her into his arms.
 	Despite swearing to herself that she wouldn’t, she burst into tears. Which made her feel like the dumbest person on the face of the planet. But now that Tom and Tyler were there, she quit trying to be strong.
 	Tom flanked her on the bed. “Baby girl, what’s the matter?”
 	She looked at them and sniffled. “I’m pregnant,” she said.
 	The men stared at her with blank looks for a moment. “Say what?” Tom said.
 	She nodded.
 	A slow smile engulfed Tyler’s face. “Truly?”
 	She nodded again. “I got sick today. I’ve felt yucky off and on the past few weeks, but I didn’t think anything about it because of all the crap going on.” She took a deep breath. “I threw up today while me and Karen were tasting cake samples. So we stopped at the drugstore and got a test and I took it at her house.”
 	Tom looked puzzled. “I thought you were taking the pill?”
 	“I was. I’m obviously not now, though.”
 	“Is that going to cause problems?”
 	“Mom says probably not. She got me an appointment with a doctor up here for next week.”
 	Tom grinned. “An oopsie baby. Maybe this time it’ll be a girl.”
 	She caressed her belly. She wasn’t anywhere close to showing yet, but if this pregnancy followed the other two, it wouldn’t take long. “I don’t care as long as it’s healthy.”
 	“Rest assured, love,” Tyler said, “those are our feelings, too.”
 	At least her stomach wasn’t bothering her at the moment. She kissed Tyler. “How tired are you?”
 	“What?”
 	Tom laughed and nibbled the side of her neck. “Is our little slave horny?”
 	“Uh-huh!”
 	“Ah.” Tyler pushed her back onto the bed. Tom leaned in and started kissing her. Tyler stood at the end of the bed and pulled her shorts and underwear off. Then he grabbed her legs and dragged her down to the edge of the bed. Kneeling between her thighs, he draped her legs over his shoulders and buried his face in her pussy.
 	Tom’s mouth muffled her cries as Tyler relentlessly drove all worries out of her brain with his talented tongue. When he gave her one explosive orgasm, he held on tight and wouldn’t let her squirm away from him as he started working on number two.
 	Tom lifted his head. “We need to keep you quiet, baby girl.” He sat up, stripped, then knelt over her head, facing Tyler. She opened her mouth and moaned around his cock, licking and sucking it.
 	“Yeah, that’s it, baby.” He started playing with her nipples, and when her second orgasm hit, she made as much noise as she wanted, Tom’s cock muffling the sound.
 	“Fuck, yeah!” Tom said. “Jesus, that feels good. Make her come again, Ty.”
 	“My pleasure.” He spread her labia and latched onto her clit with his lips.
 	Nevvie found herself caught in a spiral of orgasms she didn’t want to escape from. Tom’s cock grew harder against her tongue, drops of pre-cum rolling down her throat. “I’m getting close, Ty,” he said, his voice even hoarser.
 	“Right.” Ty stood, dropped his pants, lifted her legs, and drove his cock home deep inside her. “Hold her legs for me.”
 	Tom sat up even straighter and grabbed her ankles. He pulled her legs back, keeping them held wide open. Pinned between them, Nevvie couldn’t have moved if she wanted to.
 	She continued sucking Tom’s cock, wanting to taste him, to feel him shoot his load down her throat.
 	“This is perfect, loves,” Tyler said. His fingers found her swollen clit and started rubbing. She squealed around Tom’s cock as he rapidly made her come again. “We can tease and torment our precious little slave all night like this and she can’t move.”
 	The feeling of Tyler’s shaft deep inside her pussy made her climax feel even more powerful. He stopped fucking her, his balls brushing her ass, and forced her to come again. Helpless, all she could do was lie there and be their little fuck toy.
 	She loved it.
 	After he was satisfied he’d made her come enough, Tyler relented. “All right, Tom. I suppose she’d been a good girl.” He started fucking her again as Tom started thrusting his cock deep into her mouth.
 	With her face buried between Tom’s legs, she couldn’t see, but she could hear, her two men kissing. Tom’s cock began throbbing. His balls tightened and then his cock exploded, shooting his cum down her throat. She swallowed, barely able to keep up with his load.
 	Tyler’s strokes grew shorter, harder, faster. Then he let out a low groan. His cock throbbed deep inside her, filling her with his cum, too.
 	Breathless, the men untangled themselves from her and lay on the bed.
 	Picturing what she must have looked like, Nevvie started giggling.
 	“What’s so funny, baby girl?”
 	She kissed Tom. “Just thinking about what a well-fucked little slave I am.”
 	“That you are,” Tyler said. He reached between her legs and slid two fingers inside her cunt. “Just filled to the brim with our juices.” He pulled his fingers out and lifted his hand to make her lick them clean, but Tom intercepted him. He wrapped his lips around Tyler’s fingers and began licking them clean.
 	“Mmm,” Tom said. “That’s what I like.” Before she could protest, Tom changed positions, pushed her legs apart, and started licking her pussy.
 	Tyler laughed. “My, I think he’s still got some energy.”
 	“Uh-huh,” Tom said. He paused, sucked down Tyler’s cock, licking it clean, then went back to Nevvie’s pussy.
 	Nevvie closed her eyes and surrendered. She didn’t know if he’d be able to get her over again, but it felt good and he was having fun, so she wasn’t about to stop him.
 	“I know what I want,” Tyler said. His cock had already half inflated from Tom’s brief attention. “Hold on, Thomas.” He scooted up to the head of the bed. He made Nevvie roll over onto her hands and knees. “Suck my cock, angel.”
 	With a grin, she did. His fingers plunged into her hair, once again holding her in place. It didn’t take her long to get him completely hard again.
 	“There you go, Thomas,” Tyler said. “Have your way with our little slave.”
 	“Heh heh heh.” Tom’s lips returned to her clit and his tongue drove deep inside her. After a couple of minutes of that, he stopped, sat up, and pushed her legs farther apart. Then the swollen head of his cock pressed against her well-fucked entrance. “Oh, baby girl, you feel so good!” He slowly sank all the way inside her as his hands caressed her back and ass.
 	Filled again at both ends, Tom slowly fucked her while Tyler held her firmly in place. Her need spun up again, her pussy throbbing and her swollen clit begging for attention. Just when she thought she couldn’t take it any longer, Tom reached around her and found her clit.
 	“Come for us,” he ordered, then pinched her clit.
 	The mixture of pleasure and pain ricocheted through her. She cried out, the sudden release shocking her with its intensity. Tyler took the opportunity to drive his cock deeper into her mouth as Tom began fucking her hard. Every thrust he took shoved her onto Tyler’s cock.
 	Heaven. This is heaven. That was the last rational thought she had as another, smaller climax snuck up on her.
 	“Good girl,” Tyler whispered. Then he held still, his cock pumping a load of cum into her mouth. She swallowed, enjoying every bit of it.
 	“Yes!” Tom added his load of cum to Tyler’s in her pussy. He ground his hips against her ass while his cock throbbed deep inside her.
 	Exhausted, Nevvie let Tyler’s cock fall from her mouth. She flopped onto her side.
 	Tyler laughed. “I think she’s thoroughly knackered now, Thomas.”
 	“I think you’re right, Ty.” He lay behind her, cradling her body against his. “Did we wear you out?”
 	She nodded, a smile curling her lips.
 	Tyler kissed her. “She looks thoroughly satiated.” He yawned. “I know I am, loves.”
 	Nevvie let out a happy sigh. “I love you guys.”
 	Tom kissed the back of her neck. “Love you, too, baby girl. And you, Evil Genius.”
 	Tyler laughed. “I love you both.”
 	As she fell asleep, Nevvie dreamed about a little girl, maybe with Tyler’s blue eyes or perhaps Tom’s brown ones.

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight
	Nevvie, Tom, and Tyler didn’t wait any longer to share their news. The next morning after breakfast, they told everyone.
 	“I want a sister,” Adam demanded. “I have a brother. Now I need a sister.”
 	Nevvie struggled to contain her amusement. “Baby, we don’t know what it will be yet. We don’t get a choice in the matter.”
 	He looked frustrated. “Well, tell the doctor we want a girl.” He nodded. “Mikey says so, too.”
 	Tom managed to disguise his laughter with a well-timed coughing fit. Tyler’s lips pressed together in a thin line as he attempted to hold his back.
 	Nevvie glanced over at Mikey, who was precariously tottering around the living room after Harley. So far, he’d managed Momma, Daddy, and Poppa, but that was the extent of his vocabulary. “He says so too, huh?”
 	Adam nodded, his expression serious. “Yes, he does.”
 	“Well, I can’t promise you anything,” Nevvie said. She looked to Peggy for help. Peggy simply smiled and raised her hands in a “you’re on your own” gesture.
 	Karen, however, chimed in. “Unfortunately, Adam, my sisters kept asking for brothers and they kept ending up with girls until your Poppa was born. So maybe you’re better off not asking.”
 	The boy considered that. Finally, he nodded. “Okay, Aunt Karen. Maybe you’re right.”
 	Tyler, unable to contain it any longer, burst out laughing. “Son, there are plenty of women in this family already. Maybe we need a few more boys to even out the odds.”
 	“Oh. I didn’t think of that,” Adam said. He turned back to Nevvie. “Maybe a boy is better. I’ll tell Mikey that.”
 	Nevvie thought she would laugh herself into wetting her pants. Which had happened on more than one occasion while pregnant with both boys.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Before lunch, Nevvie was relaxing on the back porch and watching everyone in the backyard playing football. The other sisters—minus Emily—and their respective significant others, if they had one, and their kids, also if they had some, had arrived for a cookout. Clay and the twins were there as well. Nevvie had explained to John, Kelly, Jacob, and Kyle about Emily and all were in agreement they had no desire to meet her.
 	John, who had been inside helping Peggy and Andrew prepare hamburgers for grilling, stepped out onto the porch. “How you doing, kiddo?”
 	She patted the swing next to her. “Doing okay. Tired. No morning sickness today.”
 	“That’s good.” He sat next to her. When he next spoke, he kept his voice low. “I’m not happy we’ll miss a good chunk of you being pregnant because you’re up here, but I think it’s for the best. Are you sure you won’t let me get you a gun and teach you how to shoot?”
 	She hugged him. “I appreciate it, but not right now. How’s he going to find me up here?”
 	“I know, but I don’t want to have you back just to lose you again. Or my grandchild. Any of them.”
 	“I know. Bob said they’ll probably catch him pretty soon. It’s only been a couple of weeks. He’ll do something stupid and they’ll catch him and he’ll go back to prison for years. This is just temporary. I’ve made a conscious decision not to obsess over this. He has no control over my life, and hasn’t for years. Once they catch him, we can go back to Florida. Eventually I would like to move up here for good, but if nothing else, I want a house up here to come to for visits.”
 	He kissed the top of her head. “You’re always welcomed to stay with us, too, if you want another place to visit. He can’t track you there, either.”
 	“Thanks. I appreciate it. And I will probably take you up on it.” She smiled as Adam was handed the ball and ran for the designated end zone while everyone pretended to chase him. He squealed with laughter as he ran. “Now that you’re retired, I might be asking you to babysit.”
 	“You name it, we’re at your disposal.”
 	Laurie caught up with Adam, scooped him into her arms, and carried him across the end zone. As she held him, he spiked the ball. She lifted him onto her shoulders as everyone high-fived the toddler.
 	John laughed. “She loves babysitting, too. One of Kel’s friends brings her five-year-old daughter over, and Laurie watches her while the mom goes grocery shopping or runs errands.” He looked sad.
 	“What’s wrong?” Nevvie asked.
 	It took him a while to answer. “When she was born,” he softly said, “Kel and I couldn’t help but think about you.” He turned his gaze on her. “We never stopped thinking about you. We never stopped loving you.”
 	Nevvie hugged him again. “It’s okay, Dad,” she said. She realized what she said, and that it felt right saying it. “You both did what you had to. It’s in the past and it doesn’t matter now. All that matters is we’re all together. You’re retired now, so we’ll all be able to spend more time together.”
 	His embrace grew stronger around her. “Thank you, Nevvie.” He finally sat back, quickly swiping at his eyes. He looked out at the backyard again. This time, Adam was playing quarterback. “You know, Kel and I really didn’t have much family. Hers wrote her off, and mine didn’t want much to do with me after I went into the air force. Frankly, I didn’t want much to do with them, either, after what happened. It’s nice having an extended family again.”
 	He leaned in close. “The holidays will be fun this year. I have a feeling Andrew and Peggy are becoming an item.”
 	“Yeah, it’s great, isn’t it?”
 	He smiled. “They look like kids in love.” He stared out at the yard again. “You know, Kel and I were saying last night how pretty this area is. If all our family’s up here, maybe we could move up here, too.”
 	“Really?” She didn’t want to get her hopes up.
 	“Maybe. We’d have to talk it over with Laurie. There’s plenty of time to decide that, though. And we told Kyle and Jacob we expect them to come over at least once a week for dinner while you all are gone.”
 	“I’m sure they’ll appreciate that. I know I appreciate you welcoming them in like that.”
 	“After everything that’s happened, like you said, it’d be spitting in the face of good fortune not to welcome them as family.”
 	“That seems to have become a common theme lately.”
 	“Forgiveness.” He sighed. “I spent a lot of years unable to forgive myself for what we did. Anything I can do to make it up to you…” He didn’t finish.
 	“Yeah, but I forgive both of you. I didn’t understand for a lot of years why, but now, I do. And it’s okay. Past is past. We have now and the future.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “My kids have two granddads again. They have two grandmothers. They have aunts and uncles and cousins out the whazoo. I consider that a blessing and I won’t waste another minute dwelling on the past.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The long holiday weekend went far too fast for Nevvie’s liking. She made the decision to shoo Tyler home with Tom, Kyle, and Jacob. There was another tropical storm brewing in the Gulf of Mexico, and she wanted Tyler there to help Tom, Kyle, and Jacob with the shutters for their house as well as Pete and Eddie’s. Unlike the last storm, this one was already growing to a monstrous size and would likely affect the Tampa Bay area. How badly was yet to be determined.
 	“Call us as soon as you finish with the doctor, love. Understand?” Tyler kissed her.
 	“Understood. I promise.”
 	Tom grabbed her and kissed her. “Be safe, baby girl. We’ll be back up soon, probably next weekend.”
 	“Okay.” The men hugged their sons, and Nevvie hugged Kyle and Jacob. “You two stay safe. If you need to evacuate here, do it.”
 	“We will,” Kyle assured her.
 	“I’ll make sure they’re safe,” John said. He pointed at Laurie. “You behave yourself, young lady.”
 	“Yes, Daddy.” She smiled up at Nevvie.
 	Nevvie hugged John and Kelly. They would be caravanning back with the others. The RV would stay there at Peggy’s for now.
 	Once all the good-byes were said, Nevvie stood next to Peggy, waving as the cars disappeared down the drive.
 	They all trooped inside. Adam and Laurie went into the living room to play a video game. Nevvie put Mikey down for a nap and joined Peggy and Andrew in the kitchen. She noticed how they stopped talking when she entered the room.
 	“Oookay. What’s going on?”
 	Andrew blushed, but Peggy smiled. “Nevvie, would you mind if Andrew and I went out this evening?”
 	“Not at all.” A slow smile spread across her face. “Okay, spill it.”
 	Andrew appeared flustered, so Peggy took over. “Well, I’ve asked Andrew if he would consider moving in here.”
 	“Move in?”
 	She nodded. “With me.”
 	Poor Andrew’s face had turned a lovely shade of beet.
 	Nevvie grinned, squealing with delight. “That’s fantastic!” She hugged Peggy, then Andrew. “So are we doing a double wedding?”
 	“Not yet.” She smiled at Andrew. Her tender expression made Nevvie want to cry with happiness. “But you never know.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tom and Tyler dropped Kyle and Jacob off at their apartment before heading to their own house. The men would be over the next morning to help with the shutters, along with John.
 	To Tom, their house felt eerily quiet with just the two of them in it. “I miss everyone,” he said to Tyler.
 	“Me, too, love.” He rolled onto his back to stare at the ceiling. “Can you believe we’re going to be fathers again?”
 	“Yeah, I know.” He slung an arm around Tyler. “Now all we need is Bob to tell us that asshole’s been apprehended and life’s perfect.”
 	The next morning, Kyle and Jacob showed up a little before nine. John made it there minutes later. It was organized chaos, but with his leg hurting like a sonofabitch, Tom was grateful for the help. Overnight, Tropical Storm Edgar had been upgraded to a strong category 1 hurricane. It wasn’t just the wind speed, but the storm’s enormous size, that had forecasters on edge. With the garage wide open, Tom started directing moving the shutters to their proper positions.
 	Once they were all distributed, Tom started with the back of the house, showing them how each panel interlocked and attached.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Alex LaRogue waited for them all to exit the garage. From the sound of it, they were in the backyard. He darted from his hiding place in a stand of azalea bushes next door and ran into the garage. He’d been watching the house for three days.
 	When the two fag boys arrived home the night before, the cunt hadn’t been with them. The house had sat empty and dark until their arrival. He didn’t know who the other men were, but he knew damn well he was outnumbered.
 	He carefully opened the door leading to the inside of the house and looked around. Ducking down, he made his way to the back of the house and where he remembered the bedroom was.
 	No Nevvie.
 	He explored the house, keeping an ear out for any of the men. No Nevvie anywhere, but an interesting addition. One of the bedrooms was now a nursery.
 	Fucking cunt. Breeding with those goddamn fag boys.
 	But she wasn’t there. From the snippets of conversation he overheard, she and her little snot brats were visiting family out of town.
 	Fuck.
 	Then again, if he could find her, if her fag boys were here, they couldn’t be there to defend her this time. He could take care of her and hitchhike his way back to Louisiana. He still had a couple of cousins there who would take him in.
 	He stayed low as he worked his way back to the kitchen. On the counter, he noticed a bunch of credit card receipts. Flipping through them, he saw a lot of them were from the Savannah area. With them all showing dates from the past few days, he knew he was onto something.
 	Then he spotted the address book on the counter by the cordless phone.
 	He grabbed it and stuck it in his shirt. When he heard someone out in the garage, he raced for the front door and cracked it open. He watched as the two younger men walked out of the garage and headed back around the corner of the house. He ducked outside through the front door and, after listening again to make sure no one was coming, bolted.
 	He was six houses away when he finally slowed and stepped off the sidewalk into a wooded area where he’d stashed his bag. That was when he sat down and started flipping through the address book.
 	When he reached the letter K, he smiled. “Gotcha, you fucking cunt.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Karen and Peggy both went with Nevvie to the doctor. Nevvie nervously lay there on the table as the doctor performed an ultrasound. She’d eased Nevvie’s mind by telling her the small amounts of alcohol she’d consumed and the over-the-counter drugs she’d taken wouldn’t cause her baby any harm.
 	As Dr. Fagen concentrated on the screen, Nevvie asked, “Can you tell how far along I am?”
 	“Yes, it looks like ten weeks, maybe a little more.” She clicked a button and the machine beeped. Then she continued maneuvering the ultrasound wand on Nevvie’s belly.
 	“Any chance you can tell what sex it is?”
 	“No, it’s still too soon. Do you want to find out?”
 	“Yes, as soon as we can.”
 	The doctor smiled. “I can tell you something you might find interesting.”
 	“What?”
 	The doctor turned the screen so Nevvie could see it. She froze the picture, then used the cursor to highlight one shape…and then another.
 	Peggy gasped.
 	“What? What’s wrong?” Nevvie asked.
 	“So far,” Dr. Fagen said, “nothing looks wrong with them.”
 	Nevvie blinked. “Them?”
 	Karen burst out giggling. “Oh, crap.”
 	“Them?”
 	Dr. Fagen nodded. “You’re going to have twins.”
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