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  Chapter One


  


  “Wow. I thought your mom said we could move right in.”


  Garrison Porter had stopped just inside the front door of a house that was now legally theirs—well, Jarred’s—and tried to take in the disaster area.


  Okay, maybe disaster area was too harsh a descriptor, but the funky smell in the place sure as heck didn’t bode well.


  Jarred Ilsen arched an eyebrow at him. “How long have we been together? You should have known better than to take her at her word. She has a tendency to gloss over stuff.” He also hadn’t moved past the entryway.


  Jarred’s mom, Katie, was younger than her older brother by fifteen years. Bryant Simonson had been a childless widower who’d spent the last eighteen months of his life in a nursing home. Katie was also the executor of his will, but he’d left a goodly chunk of his estate to Jarred.


  Which included a three-bedroom, two-bath house that hadn’t been lived in since Bryant had fallen and broken his hip for the second time, and had required surgery. Complications from that surgery had forced Bryant to give up his independence, but he’d refused to sell his house.


  The men stood there, staring.


  “It could be worse,” Jarred finally said. “What the heck is that smell?”


  “I don’t know.” Garrison finally walked through the living room and dining room to the kitchen, started to open the fridge, and immediately slammed it shut again. “Uh, okay. That’s definitely a good chunk of the problem right there.”


  “Greaaat. I thought the power was on?”


  “I think it is.” Garrison reached over and flipped on a kitchen light. “See? The fridge must have died. It looks like it’s as old as the house.”


  “Okay,” Jarred said. “That’s at the top of the list, then. Rent a construction Dumpster, and buy a new fridge.”


  “We could call Mark, Josh, and Ted.”


  Garrison’s sister, Tracy, worked for the men, who had a commercial cleaning service, along with a side business of doing hoarder recovery. They also frequently appeared on a cable TV show on gO! Network that recorded the process. Jarred and Garrison considered the men friends, and had quite a few friends in common with them.


  Jarred looked around, still not leaving the relative safety of the entryway. “It’s not that bad,” he finally said. “I don’t want to spend any more money than we have to fixing it up. I don’t want to dip into our savings. I mean, we can do all this ourselves. We’ll still need a Dumpster, though, for that. And for this carpet. Holy hell, that’s a nasty shade of green. And I never thought I’d think anything was uglier than Army green.”


  Jarred’s uncle had also left Jarred a bank account with nearly twenty grand in it. His life insurance policy and a couple of other accounts had gone to Jarred’s mom, totaling over one hundred thousand dollars. The men had their own savings account, but they didn’t want to use any of that money for renovations if they didn’t have to.


  Not after what they’d been through.


  The future was now. They’d seen what could possibly happen, and the chaos it could wreak on their lives. Keeping a solid savings account was crucial.


  “I think the official color back then was called ‘baby crap green,’ thank you very much.” Garrison returned to the entryway and wrapped his arms around Jarred. “The other option is we clean it out and sell it as-is. Flip it. No mortgage on it. Paint the walls, new fridge, bare minimum effort. Pocket the cash and do whatever.”


  Jarred let out a sigh and rested his head against Garrison’s chest. “No, let’s do this. Maybe it’s what we need to get our heads out of this funk. Besides, we’d been talking about buying a house. Why buy one when we’ve been given one, free and clear?” Garrison stood a couple of inches taller than him, and leaning against him always felt right.


  “You were given one,” Garrison corrected.


  Jarred shook his head. “Stop that. It’s ours. Not my fault you won’t let me marry you yet.”


  Jarred finally followed Garrison around the house as they examined their new abode. Well, what would be their new abode once they got it ready. They wouldn’t be giving up their apartment just yet.


  “Okay,” Garrison said. “So why does the master bedroom and bathroom look like they’ve been redone?” Those two rooms, at least, had tiled floors, and the doorways were wider. There was also a large shower with handrails.


  “He was a stubborn guy,” Jarred said. “When he fell and broke his hip that first time about ten years ago, Mom and his doctors were trying to make him move into an ALF then. He had this redone so he could get a wheelchair and walker around in them.”


  “Ah.”


  Jarred walked across the room to the sliders and opened the blinds. “Oh. Man, the backyard needs a lot of work.”


  Thankfully, Bryant had also been paying a lawn company to mow every couple of weeks. But the backyard wasn’t exactly landscaped. It looked like more of a moonscape, with patches of brownish grass and clusters of Spanish needles and sandspurs running rampant along the fence in what likely had been flowerbeds. The yard didn’t have a sprinkler system, so it was a “lawn” only in a theoretical sense.


  The front yard was, at least, green.


  Ish.


  “No pool, either,” Jarred said. “Kind of wish there was.”


  “We could always have one put in.”


  “Eh.” Jarred turned. “We can worry about that later. Our lease is due for renewal in three months. We have to let them know in two if we’re renewing.”


  Garrison rubbed at the back of his neck. “We might not have it finished by then, but we can at least have it livable. Heck, it could be livable in a couple of days, if we bust our asses and get a Dumpster here.” He turned to Jarred. “No more asshole fighting neighbors.”


  “True.” Their new neighbors had moved in two weeks earlier, and seemed to spend most of their time fighting. While Jarred and Garrison hadn’t called the cops on them—yet—some of the other neighbors already had.


  Twice.


  “Does that mean you’ve decided?” Garrison asked.


  “You know, I think so. It would be nice to live someplace quiet again.”


  Jarred realized there were still sheets on the bed. “Uh, that’s probably another source of the funk.” He pointed to some suspicious dark spots on the top sheet.


  “Probably. I bet the AC filter hasn’t been changed, either.”


  They found the air handler grate in the hallway and opened it. The filter looked dark and dingy, but the air seemed to be working, the temperature set to eighty degrees. Garrison snapped a picture of the filter with his cell phone so he’d have the size and replaced it for the time being, then adjusted the thermostat, bumping the temperature down.


  The air kicked on almost immediately and started cooling the house.


  Jarred held a hand in front of a vent and felt cool air blowing out. “Okay, so there’s good news. Might want to get a duct cleaning, though.”


  “Yeah.” Garrison walked over to the door leading to the garage and opened it. “Oh, hey, look at this.” The washer and dryer looked almost brand new. “No more tiny apartment unit washer and dryer. Yay!”


  “True. Hey, there.” Jarred pointed to three new AC filters, still wrapped in plastic, sitting on a shelf next to the washer and dryer. Garrison grabbed one and went back inside to change it.


  Bryant Simonson hadn’t been a hoarder, just an average person with a normal life. His passing had left behind the detritus of that life for his family to clean up and deal with. Jarred’s mom had already gone through the house and retrieved the items she’d wanted, family heirlooms and whatnot. Since Jarred’s mom was Bryant’s only sibling, and Jarred being an only child, it wasn’t like there would be a family squabble.


  The men had promised if they came across anything they thought might be of interest to Jarred’s mom that they’d hold on to it for her, but otherwise they were free to do whatever they wanted with the contents of the house.


  The one-car garage hadn’t held a car since before Bryant’s death. His car had been sold soon after he’d moved into the nursing home. There were stacks and stacks of boxes and various assorted items to sort through there. If they were going to use it to hold their own possessions, they’d have to clear it out.


  They returned to the kitchen. “Okay,” Garrison said. “Step one, order a Dumpster.” He tapped notes into his phone. “Step two, get all the paperwork from your mom and the probate attorney so we can change all the utilities over.”


  “Get cable and Internet hooked up,” Jarred said.


  “That’s part of step two. Step three, get insurance. Step four, we’ll need garbage bags and cleaning supplies and boxes and stuff.”


  “New fridge.”


  Garrison arched an eyebrow at him. “I’m getting there. Step five, new fridge.”


  The three-two house had been built in the late seventies. The roof had been replaced less than five years ago. Except for the fridge, it appeared that the worst they’d need for minimum effort would be a lot of elbow grease.


  “Step six, price out flooring and paint.”


  “Two steps,” Jarred corrected. “Paint first, then flooring.”


  Garrison rolled his eyes even though the hint of a smile curved his lips. “Fine. Steps six and seven. How much of a battle is this going to be with you over that?”


  “Over what?”


  “Picking paint colors.”


  Jarred shrugged, finally feeling like smiling. “You tell me. We’re both sadistic masochists. It could go on for a while.”


  Garrison grinned back. “True.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m telling you, we should call the cops. See something, say something. That’s what they tell you to do.”


  Merylicia Woodland’s mother, Francis, was glued to their living room window.


  “I’m sure it’s fine, Mom.”


  Em, as she preferred to be called despite her mother’s insistence on calling her Meryl, was sitting on the couch and trying to work on her laptop that Monday afternoon. She’d spent most of the morning huddled in her home office, but then her mom had insisted on bothering her every five minutes despite Em’s repeated pleas not to interrupt her.


  It was just one of those damn kind of days.


  That’s when Em had moved out to the living room in an attempt to try to get some work accomplished.


  And now…this.


  “No, it’s not.” Francis turned from the window and hurried over to the house phone. “They could be robbing poor Bryant blind.”


  “I don’t think they’d be parked in his driveway if they were. And I didn’t think you knew him well, anyway. You only met him the one time.”


  Em tuned out her mom’s conversation and hoped that the 911 people didn’t arrest her mom and toss her in jail for a false alarm. Or that whoever the men were next door didn’t hate her mom for calling this in.


  But Em knew trying to stop her mom once she got something into her head was just plain dumb. Best to let her do it, touch the stove, and get it over with.


  Not that touching the metaphorical stove seemed to stop her mom for long.


  Of course she loved her parents, but Em would be lying if she said she didn’t resent her two siblings banding together and forcing her into a corner three years ago when their parents moved in with her.


  When their mom had unilaterally decided that they needed to be living with one of their kids instead of alone, Donald and Amy, and their spouses, had apparently conspired with their mom over a plan that moving in with single and alone Em would be a great idea.


  Regardless of how Em had felt about it.


  Before Em knew it, she’d been steamrolled and no longer had her house to herself. Since she knew protesting to her mom would prove pointless, she’d kept her mouth shut at first and silently stewed.


  It was getting harder by the day to remain silent.


  I could move out, transfer the lease to them, and not leave a forwarding address.


  Wasn’t the first time she’d had that thought, first put there by her best friend and boss, Mitchell. She was only renting the house. She hadn’t bought it in the six years she’d lived there, despite the owner hinting around lately that they wouldn’t be against selling it to her. Especially with her lease coming due in a few months.


  When her mom got off the phone, she sounded aggravatingly triumphant. “They said they’re sending a deputy out right away.”


  “Ooookay. Because there’s not a meth house they can be busting or something.”


  “Hmph!” Her mom stormed over to the front door and peeked out. “I can’t wait for them to get hauled out of there in cuffs!”


  “If it’s not you getting hauled out in a self-hugging jacket,” Em muttered under her breath.


  A few minutes later, her mom practically squealed with delight. “Oh! There they are!”


  Before Em could stop her, her mom flung the front door open and was moving deceptively fast for a woman of seventy-three.


  “Dammit.” Em set her laptop aside and went after her.


  Two marked Sarasota County sheriff’s cruisers were parked along their usually quiet street. The deputies were approaching the front door while her mom went sprinting across the lawn in her housecoat and pajamas.


  “There shouldn’t be anyone in there!” she yelled at them. “Make sure you arrest them!”


  One of the deputies turned and put up a warning hand. “Ma’am, please stay back. We’ve got this.”


  Em caught up to her mom and dragged her to a stop, then back a few steps, onto their property. “You know, if there are armed bad guys in there, this is not the smartest place to be.”


  Her mom tried to brush Em off. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. I want to see this.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of. Come on.” She sheep-dogged her mom back to their own front porch, but then her mom grabbed hold of a post and wouldn’t let go.


  The deputies, their hands resting on the butts of their guns, knocked on the front door, and then immediately took a step back when it opened. From her vantage point, Em couldn’t see who answered the door, but after a moment of talking to whoever it was, two men stepped out onto the porch to talk with the deputies.


  “Ah-ha!” her mom crowed. “See? I told you.”


  “Shh.”


  The guys who’d emerged were a couple of cuties, too. One was taller, maybe six three, short brown hair a little on the curly side. The other was a couple of inches shorter than him with brown hair a slightly lighter shade, and straighter, also cut short.


  From the way the deputies immediately relaxed as the men pulled out their wallets and showed them ID, Em had a feeling her mom was going to be highly disappointed.


  And that Em was going to be making numerous apologies to guys who were probably their new neighbors.


  When, five minutes later, the deputies left after giving friendly waves to the men, Em knew she needed to go do damage control if she wanted any hope of being neighborly with the men.


  “Why didn’t they arrest them?” her mom whined.


  Em turned and pointed at the front door. “You. In the house. Now.”


  “But—”


  “Mom, get in the house. Right now. I’ve had enough of your behavior. You’ve been acting like an obnoxious kid all day, and you’ve officially stepped on my very last nerve.”


  Her mom stormed into the house, slamming the door behind her.


  That was her mom’s latest way of throwing a tantrum, slamming doors.


  How sad is it that it doesn’t even make me flinch anymore?


  Again the thought that her mom might be starting to show signs of dementia crossed Em’s mind, but trying to get her mom to the doctor was like trying to get a cat to take a bath.


  Except that bathing a cat would be a lot easier.


  Em took a deep breath and hurried over to where the two guys were standing on their porch and looking at her.


  She extended her hand as she walked up. “Hi, I’m so sorry about that. My mom is…my mom. I tried to tell her not to call. Em Woodland. I live next door.”


  The men acted guarded, and she couldn’t blame them.


  The shorter one shook with her first. “Jarred Ilsen. Bryant Simonson was my uncle.”


  “Was?” Horror and embarrassment washed through Em. She honestly hadn’t known the guy. She had waved to the elderly man a couple of times when she’d first moved in, but hadn’t seen him there in over a year and assumed he’d either died or moved in with relatives or something. A lawn company took care of the yard every couple of weeks.


  “Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. If I could go crawl under a rock right now, I would.”


  “It’s okay. I can see why she was concerned.”


  The other guy extended his hand. “Garrison Porter.”


  “Hi. Nice to meet you, but sorry about the circumstances. When did he pass?”


  “A couple of weeks ago,” Jarred said. “Sorry, we didn’t know your mom knew him, or we would have come and notified her. He never indicated he was close to any of his neighbors.”


  “She didn’t know him. She thinks she knows everyone’s business, but she doesn’t. So what happens to the house now?”


  Standing this close, she could see Garrison had green eyes. “Jarred inherited it. We’re going to move in. After we clean it out and do some rehabbing first.”


  “Oh! That’s cool.” She immediately felt like an idiot. “I mean, not that he died, but—”


  “It’s okay.” Garrison had a nice smile, too. “Sorry our first meeting was a little rocky.”


  “Hey, the apologies are all on me.” She turned and spotted the blinds in the living room parted, her mom staring through them. Em jabbed a finger at her, and the blinds fell shut again.


  Jarred let out a laugh. “So…no offense, but what’s up with that?”


  “Sorry, really long story. My mom gets very…needy. I work from home a lot, unfortunately. When she thinks I’m not paying enough attention to her, she sort of goes…batshit. Usually she’s hounding my dad. But my dad’s out volunteering today, and that means she’s hyperfocused on me. Lucky me.”


  “Ah,” the men said. “Sorry,” Jarred offered.


  “I love them. They’re my parents. But I kind of got cornered by my siblings into them moving in with me—and oh, my god, I’m so sorry. The last thing you need to hear is my issues.”


  “It’s okay,” Garrison assured her. “I take it she won’t call the cops on us again?”


  “I’m thinking about taking the home line out. She refuses to use a cell phone. Might make life easier.”


  That made both men laugh, an easy sound that told her, hopefully, she wasn’t going to be painted with the same brush as her mom’s actions.


  “Look,” she offered, “if you need any help, feel free to ask. I work at an estate sale company. If you need anything appraised, please, it’d be my pleasure to help. For free,” she quickly added. “To make up for this aggravation.”


  “No worries,” Jarred said. “Glad to know there’s a neighborhood busybody who will keep an eye on things for us when we’re not home.”


  “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t classify her like that,” Em said. “More like she keeps track of what interests her.”


  “So what does your husband think about her spying on the neighbors?” Garrison teased.


  “If I had one, or even a boyfriend, I guess I probably wouldn’t have my parents living with me now.” She shoved her hair back away from her face. “Sorry. Again. I swear I’m not a mom-hating monster. I think my dad volunteers a couple of days a week to get away from her. When he’s not home…”


  She really wished she had that rock to climb under.


  “Well, if you ever need to escape, feel free to come over,” Jarred said. His brown eyes looked soft, cute, inviting. “The door’s always open.”


  “Thanks. You might regret that invite.” She realized her mom was still spying on them through the blinds, and Em fought the urge to flip her a bird. “Well, I’ll get out of your way. Again, I’m really sorry.”


  Garrison laughed. “It’s okay, honestly. No worries.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Oh, hey.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Let me give you our numbers, if you don’t mind. It’ll be a little while before we’re living here. Tell your mom she’s free to call us if she sees anything suspicious.”


  “Okay, sure.” Em pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket, and two minutes later had the phone numbers for two hunky guys she was almost certain were romantic partners, meaning zero chance for a hookup with either of them.


  Figures.


  Not that a romantic hookup would be in her future as long as her parents were living with her. The last three guys she’d dated had all been scared off by her mom.


  Literally.


  Maybe not directly, but by her mom’s incessant interference, rudeness to them when they came over, and other acts of general asshattery. Like hell she’d give her mom Jarred’s and Garrison’s numbers. That’d be the fastest way for her mom to scare them off.


  I’m PMSing. That’s why I’m acting like such a bitch today.


  Well, it was as good an excuse as any.


  She headed back home to face her mother’s inevitable wrath.


  Chapter Two


  


  Garrison watched Em walk back to her house next door. She was a cutie, maybe midthirties, if he had to guess. Auburn hair down to her shoulders, and blue eyes.


  “Well, what do you think about that?”


  “Think about what?” Jarred asked. “Single cutie next door, or her semi-psycho mom?”


  Garrison snorted. “Yes.”


  The last thirteen months had been hard on them. It was nice to finally have something to smile about. To laugh about.


  To take their mind off their shared grief.


  “Should make life interesting,” Jarred said. “Not sure if in the good or bad way yet, though.”


  “True. Maybe a little of both.”


  They returned to the living room and looked around again. Very little, if any, of the furniture would stay. What they didn’t trash outright—like the sofa and a fabric-covered recliner—they’d either donate or have a yard sale.


  “Do we redo the kitchen all the way now before we move in?” Jarred asked.


  “I don’t know.” Garrison walked back to the kitchen doorway. “Maybe an IKEA kitchen. We’re not even sure we’re going to like living here. I don’t want to dump a lot of money into it just for us to move in a year or two and not earn that money back.”


  “There is that.”


  The silence fell again.


  “You know, she would have laughed her ass off at that,” Jarred finally said, his voice sounding wistful and soft. “Nosy neighbor calling the cops on ‘her’ boys.”


  “Yeah, I was just thinking that, too. She would have given that old woman a piece of her mind with a smile on her face and a ‘bless your heart’ trashing her.” He draped an arm around Jarred’s shoulders and kissed the top of his head. “We’ll keep getting through this. Just like they tell us, one day at a time.”


  “But when does it stop hurting so damn much?”


  “I wish I knew.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Em forced herself not to break into a mortified run as she strode across the yard to her house.


  Prison orange is not my color. Also, she’s my mom.


  Her mother was standing by the front door and waiting to pounce when Em walked in.


  “Well? Why didn’t they arrest them?”


  Em ducked around her and headed back to the couch. “Because they own the house.”


  “What? No, they don’t.”


  “Uh, yeah, they do. One of those guys is Mr. Simonson’s nephew.” Em sat and grabbed her laptop. “He inherited it. They’re going to move in after they get it cleaned out.”


  “What?”


  “So don’t go calling the cops on them again.”


  “But no one told me he died.”


  Em logged into her laptop and tried to get back to work. “Then I guess you weren’t as close to him as you thought you were.” Which Em knew was not at all, but it wasn’t worth fighting that minor skirmish with her mom.


  “Well, how did he die?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “When did he die?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, for heaven’s sake, why didn’t you ask?”


  Em glared at her. “You want to know? Go over and ask those two very nice men. After you apologize to them for calling the cops on them and wasting taxpayers’ money on a needless 911 call.”


  “Well, are they brothers?”


  “I don’t think so.” Em was trying to focus on her work, but it was obvious her mother wasn’t going to let her.


  “Then who are they?”


  “They’re really handsome serial killers, Mom. Who will hopefully murder me tonight in my sleep. If I’m lucky. They’ll probably be conducting ritual sacrifices and sex orgies in the backyard. I’m sure I heard them planning a black mass when I walked up. Good thing we don’t have a cat, although they did ask me if I had a goat.” She focused her glare on her mom.


  “You don’t have to be such a cranky smartass.”


  “You know what? You’re right. I’m a total bitch to live with. I think tomorrow you and I will go out and look at condos for you and Dad. We’ll get you moved out this week. That way, you won’t have to put up with me and my bitchiness anymore.”


  Her mom looked horrified. “No!”


  “Why not? It’s not like you can’t afford it. Since you’re refusing to let me get any work done in my own house—”


  “Fine! Be that way.” Her mom stormed over to the kitchen and—loudly—started rattling cabinet doors and pots and pans.


  I refuse to feel guilty about this.


  It was also the fastest way to derail any kind of argument with her mom. A low blow, sure, but it was a trigger Em was finding easier to pull every time she had to use it.


  Sure enough, twenty minutes later, the noises had stopped in the kitchen and her mom returned, looking contrite. “Meryl?”


  Oh, gawd. The “forgive me” tone.


  Em fought the urge to roll her eyes. She’d long since given up trying to get her mom to stop calling her that. “Yes, Mom?”


  “I’m sorry. You’re right that I overreacted. We really like living here.”


  Em stared up at her mom. “I love you both, but this has got to stop, Mom. If you won’t let me work, and you won’t go to the doctor for a checkup, I honestly don’t know where to go from there.”


  Her mom, predictably, ignored the doctor comment. “Do you want us to contribute more every month to expenses? We can.”


  That wasn’t even the problem. They paid her five hundred every month, even though Em had tried to refuse to take it at first in hopes that she could quickly get them moved somewhere else in a few months. Plus they frequently bought the groceries. But while Em wasn’t rich, she could still make all her expenses on her own even if they weren’t contributing.


  And she had been doing just fine before they moved in.


  Em closed her laptop and set it aside. Taking a moment to make sure she kept her tone gentle, she said, “Mom, I have had no life since you guys moved in with me. I can’t go out to a movie or dinner with friends without you calling me five times to check on me.”


  “That’s because I worry.”


  “I’m forty-two. I’m not a teenager. Do you remember the last guy I dated? Mike?”


  Her mom frowned but didn’t answer.


  Em pressed. “Do you remember what you said to him the first night I invited him over to have dinner with us?”


  “Well, that was several months ago. I—”


  “You said he looked like he needed to get his back waxed. Who the hell says that to someone?”


  Her mother put on a pouty face. “I was just kidding. Geez.”


  “The guy before him, you asked him if his family swam across a river from Mexico!”


  “Well, he was Spanish.”


  “He was from Spain, Mom! Madrid. And let’s not forget that your comment was not only completely out of line, but it was bigoted to boot.”


  “So what are you trying to say?”


  “That I have zero privacy now. When I take a phone call and go to my room, you start knocking on my door in less than two minutes. Every time.”


  “I do not!”


  “Yes, you do. Even if it’s a business call. Your interruptions are always for stupid stuff, too. If I leave my bedroom or office door open, you stand there hovering and listening to me on my call and then play twenty questions with me when I’m done. It’s like if I’m out of your sight and you’re alone in the house, you can’t stand it. If you don’t have control over me or Dad, you go nuts.”


  “Well. This is the first I’ve heard you say that.”


  “No, it’s not. I’m telling you the same things I’ve said for the past three years. That the three of us living under the same roof is a really bad idea. I don’t understand why you sold your house to begin with. Dad said he didn’t want to move.”


  “I told you. I didn’t like the way the neighborhood was starting to change.”


  “You mean you didn’t like that a very sweet couple who happened to be black moved in across the street from you.”


  Her mom didn’t answer at first. “I don’t think I like your tone, young lady.”


  Em bitterly laughed. “Young lady? You’re going there? Okay. If we’re going to play that game, I’m out.”


  “Don’t talk to me like that!”


  Em went for the nuclear option that Mitchell, had suggested a few weeks earlier. “Fine. Since obviously nothing’s going to change unless I take the initiative, this is what’s going to happen. You and Dad can live here. You like it here. I’ll find a new place to live and move out. Then you won’t have to move. I’ll have the landlord transfer the lease into your name, I’ll get the utilities changed over to your name, and everyone will be happy.”


  Now her mother looked horrified. “You can’t do that!”


  “Why not?”


  “Because…because we can’t live alone!”


  That was still a bullshit excuse, and one that Em did not understand why her mom always fell back on as a last resort. “Then go move in with Don or Amy.”


  “No!”


  “Why not, Mom?”


  Her mom’s mouth flapped open and shut a few times before she let out a huffy noise, turned, and retreated to their bedroom…


  Where she slammed the door behind her.


  Em slumped on the couch. In a way, it felt freeing to have finally put it out there.


  She didn’t understand her mom’s insistence that they couldn’t live alone, either. Both of them could still drive. They were completely independent. Her mom could do chores around the house when she chose to. Her dad was still in great health. As far as Em could tell, her mom was physically in pretty decent shape.


  Except for acting batcrap crazy at times.


  More frequent times.


  Em was tired of being treated like her maid, though. Hell, even growing up, one of her mom’s favorite phrases was, I’m not your maid.


  Yet when it came to chores and maintenance around the house, if she or her dad didn’t do it, it rarely got done. Just last night her mom had made herself a late-night snack of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and not only left everything sitting out on the counter, including the loaf of bread which dried out, but she’d managed to smear jelly and peanut butter all over the place.


  When she’d asked her mom about it that morning, she’d blamed it on not turning on the light and forgetting to put stuff up.


  And it wasn’t the first time something like that had happened, either. It was more like the thousand and first time.


  Then there were the less-than-veiled insults and potshots her mom took at Em about everything from her choice in jobs to her personal appearance.


  Yes, her dad tried to take up the slack with housework, but Em wanted a life.


  She was done.


  She was tired.


  And she hated that it made her feel like a horrible daughter, but it was impossible for her to see the positive side of her mother any longer. If she didn’t want to start hating her mom, she needed her parents not living under the same roof as her.


  Now I remember why I moved out when I was nineteen and married Ronnie.


  The fact that it had been for a doomed marriage that led to a divorce four years later notwithstanding.


  


  * * * *


  


  As soon as Em’s dad returned home late that afternoon, Em confronted him about the day’s events. He leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed over his chest, gaze fixed on the floor as he listened.


  Em softened her end approach. “Now, either we get her to the doctor and get her tested for dementia, or Alzheimer’s, or whatever, and find out if there’s really something wrong with her, or I am going to move out. I won’t keep doing this. I’m done.”


  “I know, honey. I’m sorry.” He took his glasses off and set them on the counter before rubbing at his eyes. “I never should have let her talk me into this.”


  “I love both of you. But I’ve had it up to here with her. She’s barely tolerable now when you’re home, and she’s a lot worse when you’re not home. If there’s nothing wrong with her mind, then she needs to get out and meet new people, start volunteering again—something. This isn’t healthy for her, you, or me.”


  “I know.”


  “Why, if you knew what a bad idea this was, did you let her talk you into it?”


  “Because you know how she is. She wore me down. And, to be honest, she said she’d do it with or without me. I love her. Besides, it’s her money.”


  “You guys have been married nearly fifty years. I think it’s community property at this point. Besides, you worked and retired. You have a pension.”


  “The house was in her name, not both of us. Her parents bought it for us as a wedding present when we got married. When her parents died, she inherited their estate because she was the only child.”


  “I can’t get any work done when I’m alone with her. She’s getting worse. She’s clingy and needy and it’s like she refuses to see that I have a life and a job and I can’t spend my time babysitting a woman perfectly capable of taking care of herself.”


  “She was an only child and her parents were busy all the time. She went to private boarding schools. I think she’s got a fear of being abandoned or something.”


  “I hate to be like this, Dad, but life is short. If she had severe health issues, I’d get that. And yes, I’d be far more compassionate and patient, bite my tongue, and deal with it. And of course I’d want you two living with me so I could help out if that was the case.”


  He stared at the doorway, where her mom had just appeared.


  “Are you two conspiring against me now?” She’d taken a shower and put on slacks and a blouse.


  That was another thing Em had noticed. A lot of the time, her mom didn’t actually take steps to get dressed if Em’s dad wasn’t home. But she’d shower and change right before he was due to return.


  Her dad straightened. “I’m going to call Dr. Farland and get you in for a checkup. I asked you months ago to do it, and you didn’t.”


  She eyed him suspiciously. “That’s because I feel fine. There’s nothing wrong with me.”


  “Peanut butter and jelly all over the kitchen. The way you’ve been acting.”


  Her gaze narrowed. “Need I remind you who you’re talking to?”


  “No, you don’t, because I agree with Em. We’re done playing this game with you. Threaten me with divorce one more time, Francis, and I’ll make it happen. I dare you.”


  Silence descended in the kitchen. Em didn’t know who was more shocked, her or her mom.


  “What did you say to me?” It emerged from her mom’s mouth as an angry whisper.


  “I told you what’s going to happen,” he said. “We’re getting you in for a full physical. It’s been a couple of years now. If there’s something going on, we need to catch it early and maybe slow it down.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with me, I said!”


  “Fine. Then the doctor can tell me that and you can give me all the I-told-you-so's you want.”


  Em watched, caught between feeling horrified at this completely uncharacteristic show of backbone from her father, and curious over her mother’s reactions to him.


  Her mother caved first. “Okay, fine. Do whatever you want, Doug. I’ll prove you wrong.”


  “Good. Then when the doctor agrees with you that you’re fine, we can start looking for a condo, like I told you from the beginning I wanted to do when you insisted on moving.”


  Now her mom went red in the face. “You two are against me. What is this?”


  “This is me taking a stand, Francis,” her father said. “If any of the kids had acted like you have lately, you would have been wanting to spank them until they couldn’t sit down. So either you have a medical issue going on, or you are becoming rude in your old age. Em works hard, and she’s put up with a hell of a lot of bullshit from you that she does not deserve.”


  Go, Dad!


  Em suspected if she could see herself in a mirror that her eyes were as big as saucers in shock and awe over this development.


  “How dare you!”


  Her dad shook his head. “Enough with the false outrage. That’s worn out. Three years now, I’ve been patient. Em’s been more than patient. Saint-like. I figured you’d get over whatever it was that got into you and we could enjoy our retirement like we’d always talked about. We were going to sell and downsize into a small one-bedroom condo, remember those plans? Something we didn’t need to take care of. We were going to go on cruises. Travel. See things. Get an RV and roam. What happened to all those plans, huh? Why did you suddenly change your mind?”


  Em’s head swiveled to stare at her dad. This was all news to her.


  He looked…well, she didn’t know how to describe it, but it sort of broke her heart more than a little.


  “We had a lot of plans,” he continued when her mom didn’t respond. “Why did you decide that we couldn’t do any of them? You used to have a lot of friends.”


  Her mother’s gaze dropped to the floor as she started to shift her weight from one foot to the other. “Well, we moved.”


  “Yeah, and whose fault was that? Besides, we only moved ten miles, not ten states away. You still drive. You can’t be bothered to go see them? To call them?”


  Her mom turned and retreated to their bedroom.


  Again.


  And slammed the door.


  Again.


  Em’s nerves were shot. “You guys are on your own for dinner,” she said, heading to pack up her laptop. “I’m going out.”


  Her father followed her. “I’m sorry, honey.”


  “I know, Dad. I just…” She stopped and turned. “Yeah, I’m going to feel like real shit if she’s had something medical going on all this time, but I can’t live like this anymore. If I don’t make a change I’m going to start hating her, and I don’t want to get to that point. I’m too close already.”


  “I’ll make sure she goes to the doctor.”


  “If you don’t take her yourself, she’ll just lie and say she went.”


  “Oh, I know. I’m going to call his office right now and make the appointment and drive her there myself.”


  “Okay.” She hesitated, then hugged him. “I love you guys, but if we’re not going to end up hating each other, we can’t keep living together like this.”


  “I know.”


  Ten minutes later, Em was pulling out of the driveway and her mom still hadn’t emerged from their room.


  She hit speed-dial for Mitchell and put it on speaker so she could keep both hands on the wheel.


  “Hello, babycakes. Where’s my updated website for the next sale?”


  She knew from his tone he was teasing, but he was pretty much her last safety valve. “Act of Mom.”


  When she finished retelling the events, including her dad’s ultimatum to her mom, Mitchell let out a low whistle. “Oh, sweetie. Why didn’t you tell me it’d gotten so bad?”


  “I just… It crept up on me, I guess. This was the final straw.”


  “Listen, don’t come in. I’ll meet you over at Puerto Mellow. Rich is playing there tonight. We’ll try to grab that cozy back corner booth and get some work done. I’ll buy you dinner.”


  “Ooh. Deal.”


  “Drive safe. See you in a few.”


  “Bye.”


  At least something’s going right today.


  Chapter Three


  


  Em loved the little coffeeshop. Rich Hurst played guitar there a couple of nights a week. He was an independent musician, and was quite good. Puerto Mellow had a comfy, homey vibe that never failed to relax Em when she walked through the doors.


  Their favorite booth was, in fact, open. Mitchell arrived a few minutes later, and after setting down his laptop case, he pulled her in for a long, strong hug he wouldn’t release until he was damned good and ready to.


  He looked down at her with piercing grey eyes. “You, my dear lady, need a vacation.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  He pointed at the booth. “Sit. The usual?”


  “Yes, please.”


  She started setting up her laptop while he went to put in their order. Mitchell Goldstein wasn’t just her boss. He was her best friend and self-proclaimed fairy godmother. She’d been their mutual “best man” when Mitchell and his partner of thirty years, Brent, were finally able to get legally married after the gay marriage ban fell.


  She’d started working for them while still married to her ex, helping organize the estate sales and auctions they held. She’d worked her way up—and through a two-year degree in college—to being second-in-command at their business.


  Mitchell had also tried to warn her not to let her parents move in with her, to stand firm because it wouldn’t be temporary the way her mom had said it’d be, but she’d listened to him too late.


  When the moving truck had been backing up her driveway and her mother was pounding on the front door one Monday evening.


  Her mom had made a couple of what Em had thought were teasing comments over the phone the week before, but Em hadn’t taken her seriously and thought it was a decision she wouldn’t have to stand firm on for several months.


  When he returned with their large salads, cold vanilla chai drinks, and huge brownies, he leveled a gaze her way. “If we need to, we can get Ed Payne involved. Ask his advice.”


  “I know in the past I’ve fought that suggestion, but I’m done. That might be what I have to do.”


  He forked an olive into his mouth and watched her while he chewed. “You’re worried the doctor will find something wrong with her?”


  “I’m still processing the fact that my dad not only stood up to her the way he did, but how he said if she threatens him with divorce again. I mean, I’ve never heard her say that to him before. I’ve never even heard her hint about that. Either one of them. I thought they were happy.”


  He shrugged. “Sweetie, people can fight pretty darn quietly in private when they feel they need to. That’s not your problem.”


  “How horrible of a person does it make me that I’m kind of hoping she does have a medical issue?”


  “Because otherwise it means facing she’s being childish on purpose?”


  Em nodded. One of the things she adored about Mitchell was his allergy to bullshit. He would cut right through a topic without hesitation.


  Every time.


  “Maybe we do need to find you a new place to live. You’ve been saving up, right?”


  “Always.”


  “Maybe you buy a condo. You move into it. Stop dropping dollars down the drain every month.”


  “I hate living in an apartment.”


  “Condo.”


  “Same thing. That’s why I rented a house in the first place. You know that.”


  “I also know you’re miserable and stuck in a cycle that’s only digging you a deeper rut. Would living alone in a condo be worse?”


  “Good point.” She poked around in her salad. “I should have listened to you when you warned me there was a plot afoot.”


  “I could see it playing out, honey. You just didn’t want to believe they’d all gang up on you.”


  “And then to hear the way Dad sounded when he talked about how they’d always had retirement plans. It just…it was heartbreaking. I can’t believe it’s as simple as some sort of childhood separation anxiety setting in with her.”


  “They say we start out screaming and in diapers and end up back there.” Mitchell smiled. “So tell me about the new neighbors.”


  “Easy there, Cupid. I’m pretty sure they’re an item.”


  “Can’t blame a guy for trying. If I fix you up with someone or you meet a guy, for the time being it’ll be a dinner at my place. No cell phones allowed at the table.” He smiled. “Then you can have me and Brent grill him for you.”


  “Gee, thanks.” But she smiled.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred drove them home. He’d worked a double shift the day before and arrived home early, so he’d waited until Garrison’s last class of the day at the community college had let out before riding over together to look at the house. Jarred worked as a CNA at Proctor-Collins Medical Center in Sarasota, and Garrison taught history. Jarred’s mom had dropped off the keys to them the night before.


  “Remind me to thank you mom for not warning us about the fridge,” Garrison lightly groused.


  “I predict her claiming allergies gave her stopped-up sinuses and she didn’t notice as the excuse.”


  “Won’t take that bet, because I believe it. I feel like I need a bath just from walking around in there.” Garrison leaned back in his seat. “You sure you don’t want me to call Tracy and schedule a clean-out? Those are vacation days you won’t get back. I can’t take the time off right now in the middle of a week.”


  “I’m only going to take three days of vacation time. Next week. Tack them on to a normal two days off.”


  “We could put out an all-call for—”


  “You tell Tilly about this, and I’ll beat you in the bad way.” Jarred’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel.


  Garrison stared at him. Jarred could feel his gaze. “What? You like Tilly.”


  “No, I love Tilly. I just…”


  What?


  Jarred let out a sigh. “I’m not ready to face everyone yet. Not all at once like that. I can’t handle it.”


  “They want to be there for us. Tony called me again the other day and invited us over to their place for dinner this weekend. Just dinner, Sunday night. Vanilla dinner. He said he really hoped we could make it. Can bring someone, if we want. That they miss us.”


  “I know they do, and I love them for it. It’s like ripping the scab off all over again. I don’t know how Seth and Leah got through it.”


  “Please? I miss our friends. Let’s at least go. If you can’t handle it, we’ll leave. They’ll understand.”


  Finally, “I’ll think about it.”


  They fell silent again.


  Janis and the men had met through mutual friends in the Suncoast Society munch group. But because of her job, and Garrison’s, most of their activities occurred at home in private, or at private parties. And now…


  “I think maybe I want to redo the kitchen now,” Jarred quietly said. “It’ll do me some good to rip stuff apart.”


  Garrison reached over and patted him on the thigh and left his hand there.


  They rode the rest of the way home in silence.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison worried about Jarred. He knew the man irrationally blamed himself, in part, for Janis’ death. Jarred was denning, holed up in his grief and no longer making any progress through it.


  Maybe inheriting the house was just what the doctor ordered.


  “We’re in agreement that no baby-crap-green carpet will be installed in the house?” Garrison asked as they walked up to their apartment door.


  Finally, the hint of a smile from Jarred. “Agreed. I was thinking that laminate stuff that looks like wood planks, but it’s not. We can put it down ourselves and it’ll be cheaper than tile.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  Hell, he’d agree to nearly anything to keep Jarred talking. This was the most animated he’d seen him in…


  Well, too damn long.


  “I’m thinking,” Jarred continued as he dropped his keys into the bowl on the shelf by the front door, “that we maybe go with a really light forest green paint in the living room. And the more I think about it, I do want to replace the kitchen now. It does make sense to go ahead and do it.”


  “The guest bath just needs a paint job, really. For now, at least. And the flooring. Already has that white cabinet, white toilet and tub. Rip out that crappy linoleum in there.”


  Jarred nodded. “Yeah. That was what I was thinking.” He turned and looked up at Garrison. “We can leave the yard alone for now. We’re heading into winter and dry season. Kind of stupid to go crazy and have to water the heck out of everything.”


  “You know, the back lanai is huge. We could get one of those pools that’s like a spa, but it has a current so you can swim against it.”


  Garrison spotted the signs. Gears were clicking over in Jarred’s brain.


  “Not a bad idea, actually. A lot easier to maintain, I bet.”


  “Probably.”


  Jarred rested his head against Garrison’s chest. “Thank you for being so patient with me.”


  Garrison wrapped his arms around him. “Hey, I love you, buddy. You know that.”


  “She would have beaten my ass for being like this, huh?”


  Garrison rubbed his chin across the top of Jarred’s head. “Probably. Both of us. Would have told us to suck it up and live, the way she ordered us to. We’re technically disobeying her.”


  “Used that nasty hex rod on us as punishment.”


  “Yeah.”


  They let out identical, sad sighs.


  


  * * * *


  


  Em and Mitchell had almost finished their work when Chelbie arrived, spotted them, and made a beeline for them for hugs before sitting in the booth with them.


  “Hey, kiddo,” Mitchell said. “How’s things going?”


  “Great. Rich is on his way.”


  Em still wasn’t sure exactly what was going on with those three, but she didn’t pry, much less care. Chelbie was a talented graphic artist who frequently did photography and layout work for them.


  She was also the wife or girlfriend or all-of-the-above to both Rich Hurst and his fraternal twin brother, Nick.


  Since the three of them were adults, Em guessed it wasn’t any of her business what the three of them did in their bedroom. All Em cared about was that Chelbie was fast, good, and a joy to work with.


  “So why do you look a little down?” Chelbie asked her.


  “Mom troubles. SSDD.”


  “Ah. Sorry.”


  “Two hunks are moving in next door,” Mitchell the instigator said. “And her mom sicced the po-po on them.”


  Chelbie’s eyes widened. “No!”


  “Ooohhh, yes,” Em confirmed, giving the very abbreviated version of the story.


  “Sorry,” Chelbie said with a giggle. “But that’s funny.”


  “Yeah, real funny.”


  “Well, sounds like if they exchanged numbers with you that they weren’t too upset.”


  “Just to get in touch in case anything happens.”


  Chelbie shrugged. “Suuure.”


  “I’m sure they’re probably gay and a couple.”


  “They can at least be friends.”


  “Well, of course. The poor bastards might regret giving me an invitation to come over to escape after their first week there when they can’t get rid of me. Especially if my mom calls 911 on them again.”


  “Have faith,” Chelbie said. “Things can change when you least expect it.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  “For the better,” Chelbie insisted.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a little after ten that night when Em returned home. Despite ignoring three calls from her mom, Em had calmed down a lot and regretted blowing her top earlier.


  But the overall sentiment remained valid, and her friends had confirmed she wasn’t overreacting. This living arrangement was not a healthy situation for any of them.


  Something needed to change.


  She found her father still up, watching TV in the living room.


  “Hey, sweetheart.”


  “How mad is she? She tried calling me three times.”


  “Three? Dang. Sorry. I only caught her once.” He sighed. “She’s tried three different times to get out of the doctor’s appointment tomorrow.”


  She sat on the couch. “Tomorrow? Wow, that’s fast.”


  “At one o’clock. They had a cancellation. When I told them our concerns and suspicions, they said they wanted her in there regardless, and that they’d fit her in.”


  “What do we do if they tell us there’s nothing wrong with her medically?”


  He sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I’m probably buying an RV and heading to Alaska.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  He smiled. “Sorry.” Then his smile faded. “I honestly don’t know what the next step will be. We need to start somewhere.”


  With her dad, at least, she could dive head-first into the difficult topics when it was just the two of them. “Tell me about the divorce thing. That’s the first time I’ve ever heard either of you drop the D-bomb before. What’s up with that?”


  He suddenly seemed to find his fingernails very interesting. “She’s tossed that around a few times throughout our marriage. Usually when she apparently thought I wasn’t toeing her line. Normally, I blew her off. She really pulled it out when it came to selling the house and moving in with you. I loved her, and thought this whole thing was a temporary situation, so I caved.”


  He slowly shook his head. “I’m thinking about talking to an attorney myself. My pension is mine. I could always rent a small apartment and get by just fine.”


  “Great. Leave me stuck with her,” she snarked.


  “No, I don’t think that’s a fair option, either. Your mom got your brother and sister worked up and on her side before she ever brought me into the conversation. She’d already signed a contract with a realtor. It’d pretty much been decided, and, honestly? The way I was told, I thought you were okay with this and had agreed to it. It wasn’t until we were here that I realized how wrong I was.”


  “And everything was already loaded in the moving truck.”


  “Basically.” He finally met her gaze. “She’d told me that she’d been keeping in touch with you throughout the whole process and you were ready for us to move in, but you were so busy with work at the time, you couldn’t help with the move. And that she was okay with that. I didn’t think she’d flat-out lie to me about it. I have to admit that was beyond the pale, even for her.”


  She leaned back. “And then when you guys moved in, it was too late to do anything about it.”


  “Yeah. Like I said, I thought this was temporary. She said the offer we got on our house was too good to let go, and we could find another place after we moved out. I figured I’d get her talked into a condo like we’d originally decided, and we’d be out of your hair in a few weeks or less. I never expected her to just…stay planted here. You’re right that you deserve to have your life and your privacy.”


  “I’m torn between feeling like the world’s suckiest daughter and wanting to toss her out on her ass.”


  “We need to get a medical evaluation,” he said. “I have to do that first. But a friend of mine said he and his wife moved into a retirement community, this great place where it’s their own duplex apartment, but there’s on-site medical and nursing staff. And a cafeteria, game rooms, social activities—everything. Best of both worlds. If they don’t feel like cooking, they go to the cafeteria. I’m thinking about looking into that.”


  “Good luck getting her to move.”


  “I won’t hesitate to pull her own stunt on her and hire the movers to come in while she’s at a hair appointment or something and not give her a choice in the matter.”


  Em laughed. “Really?”


  “Really. If she seriously wants to divorce me over it, she’ll have to figure out where she’s going to live.”


  “Or I could give up the lease on this place and sign it over to you guys. I wasn’t kidding about that.”


  “I know. That’s one of the things I’ve always admired about you, how independent you are. All three of you were great kids, but you always struck out on your own. You were never afraid.”


  “Oh, believe me, I’ve been afraid plenty of times.”


  He stood and walked over to her, arms open. She stood and hugged him.


  “Love you, sweetheart. Thank you for being so patient.”


  And that made her feel worse. “Love you, too, Daddy. But I don’t think I acted very patient today.”


  “Understandable. I don’t want you to feel bad about it, either. Maybe it’s time she heard the unvarnished truth for a change. Maybe we contributed to the problem by letting her get her way for so long.”


  Once Em was alone again she sank back down onto the couch. Three years without privacy was a long damn time. She should be grateful her parents were even alive, much less living with her, but it wasn’t like her mom made it easy.


  If she just wasn’t there, underfoot all the time. Like a needy child. If she’d just go out and socialize or…something. Volunteer. Reconnect with her friends.


  Em couldn’t even have a relationship with a guy with her mom living there. Not if every guy she brought home would be treated the way her mom had treated the others. She didn’t even blame the guys, that was the sad thing about it. She understood totally that they didn’t want to get involved with a woman living with her rude mom.


  Even her own dad didn’t hold it against her.


  Knowing they couldn’t solve anything until they had medical answers, Em tabled the mental discussion and headed to bed.


  Chapter Four


  


  Em didn’t bother trying to work from home Tuesday morning. She didn’t even unpack her laptop from her bag to check her morning e-mail like she usually did. She grabbed a shower, made herself a travel mug of coffee and toasted a bagel, and got the heck out of there before her mother made an appearance.


  She suspected the woman was sulking, which was typical behavior for her lately after a major confrontation.


  Dad can deal with her today.


  Em hated that she felt like that about her mom, too. It didn’t used to be this way. In the beginning, it had been minor irritations, quickly forgotten.


  Now, it felt like deep-seated resentment had settled into the bottom of Em’s soul like silt in a dead lake, getting deeper by the week, the slightest current or eddy stirring it all up into a foul muck that took longer each time to clear.


  That’s not how she wanted to be with her mom.


  Maybe it’s time I finally called Don and Amy to the carpet for their roles in this.


  Just because she was single and didn’t have kids didn’t mean she should have to shoulder the burden of this alone. Especially if it turned out their mom had a medical issue.


  She and Mitchell pulled into the parking lot at the building that housed the Varel Estate Sales headquarters at the same time.


  “Good morning, slacker,” he brightly teased after getting out of his car. “Ready to work today?”


  “I might be begging for you to put a futon in my office at this rate. I can sleep here and get some peace.”


  He cocked his head as he stared at her. “Okay, so what happened between getting you pried out of your dumps last night and this morning?”


  “Just…everything. Dad’s taking Mom to the doctor today. I’m going to feel shitty if she really is sick.”


  “Hey, don’t be like that. Besides, Brent also said you can escape to our place. Chez Goldstein always has an open spot for you.”


  “I appreciate it. And you might regret that invite when I move in.”


  “You’re still welcome, as long as you don’t mind looking at old, naked gay guys.”


  They walked inside, disarmed the alarm, and got their day started. Some of their work crew would be there in another hour to pick up where they left off. Since most of their on-site estate sales happened on Saturdays and Sundays, many of their crew took Mondays and Tuesdays off, depending on their situation. They also held Thursday evening sales there at the warehouse, as well as a small storefront that was open five days a week, where they sold consignment items and featured items that were also available for purchase online.


  Brent was a night-owl and never came in before eleven, unless it was to help out at an on-site sale. But he frequently worked until midnight or later, and was usually the one who oversaw the Thursday night auctions.


  Considering they’d grown the business from renting one warehouse bay twenty years earlier to owning a fifteen-thousand-square-foot, two-story building, paid for in the clear, they must be doing something right.


  And Em had been there for a majority of that time. She’d taken advantage of technology to streamline the inventory process, using barcodes and label readers to make creating their catalog and posting it to their website a breeze. Their online store and on-site inventory were integrated into one shopping cart that allowed them to easily track everything. October to March was their busiest time because of snowbirds flocking back to the Sarasota area from wintry northern climes. This being the beginning of October, they were ready for the deluge and looking forward to it.


  While a little on the macabre side, it also meant they were in no danger of not having collections to market for families, since there was also a high percentage of retired residents in the region. Their building was located outside the Sarasota city limits, in an industrial complex just to the east of I-75, but they handled on-site sales in Sarasota, Manatee, Charlotte, and some of western Hardee and DeSoto counties.


  The last thing on Em’s mind when she started working for Mitchell and Brent had been that this would become her career. But she loved it. It was never boring, she was always learning new things, either about what they were selling or about technology that would make their jobs easier, and she enjoyed being an integral part of the operation.


  The last three years, especially, this had become her refuge, her oasis.


  Her peace.


  The only peace it felt like she had anymore.


  Her office was small, but neat and tidy. Eight years ago, she’d transitioned the entire business to a nearly paperless system, using tablets and virtual documents to eliminate mountains of papers that could get lost. E-mailing and texting contracts and receipts to customers meant even less paperwork to deal with.


  She kept very little on her desk, finding it a distraction to how she worked. The only thing on her desktop besides her laptop and a few office supplies was a small rose quartz egg on a stand in one corner.


  She’d purchased it on a whim one day when browsing through a New Age shop in search of a birthday gift for Mitchell. Something about it had spoken to her, and she liked the calming color. Sometimes, when she was deep in thought, she picked it up and rolled the smooth, cool stone back and forth between her hands.


  Not that she was into any kind of religious mumbo-jumbo, New Age or otherwise. But anything that could help calm her when she needed to settle her mind and focus was a good thing, in her opinion.


  Mitchell stuck his head into her doorway. “Coffeepot’s going, sugar. What time is your mom’s appointment?”


  “One.”


  “Do you want to take off for it?”


  “No, I’m going to let Dad handle it. I think at this point my presence would only inflame the issue.”


  “Well, if you change your mind, go for it. We got this.”


  “Thanks.”


  She was able to bury herself in her work, a blissful respite from her situation at home.


  No way in hell she’d relinquish that precious bit of time.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred knew his Tuesday morning was going to shit when, five minutes after clocking in at six a.m., he was covered in shit from an exploding colostomy bag. After another CNA hurried in to take over, he went to go clean up, change, and call housekeeping to take care of his soiled scrubs.


  And it’s not even a Monday.


  He loved his job, normally. He could have gone back to school to get his nursing degree, but he was thirty-eight and didn’t really want to invest the effort. Not after he’d spent eight years in the Army right out of high school. He’d been lucky that his postings were all non-combat zones. When he’d gotten out and decided to go to school, becoming a CNA seemed like the best route. Shorter time in school, plenty of jobs to be found in the Sarasota area, and decent pay.


  Barring incidents like this, he enjoyed what he did.


  Before he headed home today, he planned to stop by the store, buy cleaning supplies, and drop them off at the house. Today he’d remembered to bring a notepad and a tape measure with him. He needed to get the measurements of the fridge. They might as well replace the stove, too, since it was as old as the house.


  Then again, if they were replacing the whole kitchen, they could pick a new fridge first, whatever model they wanted, and make sure the cabinets fit around it.


  Sure, visions of an IKEA trip dancing in his head weren’t a bad thing. He was already envisioning upper cabinets with glass doors, maybe. Something light that would make the kitchen feel bigger. Right now, it had dark brown cabinets that looked like builder-grade blah with mottled grey counter tops.


  Garrison was handling getting the Dumpster. They’d have it for as long as a month, which was more than enough time for them to get the fridge, carpet, and kitchen cabinets ripped out, as well as empty the house.


  So much to do.


  So much wonderfully hard, back-breaking work to throw himself into.


  He tried not to think about the cute house the three of them had found in downtown Sarasota, just a few blocks from the Selby Gardens. The house Janis had seen on her way home from work one day and had fallen in love with.


  The house they’d planned to buy when Janis received the devastating news they hadn’t been expecting.


  Those plans had all gone out the window, every spare penny they had going toward copays and medicine and then…


  Jarred pinched the inside of his left arm, hard, just above his elbow. It was a technique that always helped ground him, helped bring him back to the present.


  Helped stop him from crying.


  I need to ask Garrison for a scene.


  They hadn’t played in a few weeks, both of them busy or tired, and then now all of this, with his uncle’s death and inheriting the house on top of it.


  But a house.


  Their house.


  Maybe it was also time to revisit their unfinished conversation about their personal future. About fulfilling one of Janis’ last wishes for them. Maybe now he could get Garrison to finally agree.


  About the two of them getting married.


  He headed back out to the floor to take care of his patients and put his personal life on hold for the time being.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Inconclusive.”


  Em rubbed at the bridge of her nose with her free hand. “What the heck is that supposed to mean?”


  “It means he’s having his nurse schedule everything and get the orders drawn up for a thorough round of testing,” her father said. “She’s overdue for a lot of routine tests anyway, so we’re throwing that into the mix.”


  “How insufferable is she being over that?”


  Her father chuckled. “Not nearly as bad as I thought she’d be. I think she thought she was going to get out of there crowing how wrong you and I were, and the doctor sort of stuck a pin in that balloon. He told her that what we were relating certainly could be early warning symptoms, but they needed to test her first. Some common medical conditions can cause behavioral problems as well.”


  Em leaned back in her office chair. “How long will this all take?”


  “It’ll happen over the next couple of weeks. Between you and me, she’s acted pretty subdued today.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “She went out grocery shopping after we got home. Said she’s going to cook dinner.”


  “Really? Well, that’s a step in the right direction.” When her mom cooked, it was practically a gourmet feast. She was a fantastic cook.


  And it was also something she’d done less and less of over the past couple of years.


  “I’ll make sure I’m home early then,” Em said. “I’ll try to keep her in a good mood by not missing dinner.”


  “I appreciate it. Oh, and be prepared. She’s complaining because our new neighbors had a big construction Dumpster dropped off today.”


  “Oh, boy. She needs to suck it up.”


  “I know. That’s what I told her.”


  “Any sign of the guys?”


  “No. It was there when we got home.”


  “Ah. Okay.” She finally got off the phone with him and was about to get back to work when Mitchell knocked on her doorway.


  “Well?” he asked.


  She filled him in. “The good news is,” he said, “your dad’s on your side. The bad news is, you don’t have any answers yet.”


  “Yep.” She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “I have a feeling this isn’t going to be as easy as getting a diagnosis or forcing a showdown.”


  “Probably not, sweetie.”


  That prophetic thought was confirmed less than an hour later when Em’s cell phone rang from her sister’s number.


  “Hey, what’s up?”


  “What is wrong with you? Threatening to throw Mom and Dad out in the street?”


  “What?”


  “Mom just left here in tears. I had to calm her down.”


  “Oh, you gotta be shitting me.”


  Before Amy could talk over her, Em unleashed on her, getting up to close her office door for privacy as she told her sister exactly what had been going on.


  She finished with, “And you can call Dad and ask him yourself, instead of calling me and chewing me a new asshole without having all the facts. You and Don are the ones who ganged up on me with Mom, so don’t you dare try to throw some bullshit guilt trip on me. Because I am not going to fall for it.”


  Amy had gone silent. “Oh,” she quietly said.


  “Yeah, oh. So how’s your social life, huh? Getting laid by your hubby on a regular basis? Because I can barely close the bathroom door to take a dump in peace, much less take a damn business call at home, without Mom wanting to know everything I’m doing.”


  “Em, I’m sor—”


  “We are well past the ‘I’m sorry’ phase of this whole issue. Either you and Don start working with me and Dad, or one of you is going to find a damn moving truck backing up in your driveway and unloading all their stuff in your garage.”


  Em angrily punched the end button and fought the urge to throw her cell phone against the wall.


  Instead, she immediately called her father and updated him.


  Silence met her outrage. “Dad? You there?”


  “Yeah.” His quiet resignation worried her even more. “Sorry.”


  “So, you going to have my back with Amy and Don on this, or am I going to be strong-armed into playing the bad guy?”


  “I’ll call Amy and—oh, she’s calling me.” Another heavy sigh. “I’ll let you know.”


  “Thanks.” She punched end and set the phone down on her desk. Then she jumped at the knock on her door.


  Mitchell stuck his head inside. “Do I need to alibi you? Just checking, because it’ll take me and Brent a couple of days to work one up for you.”


  Mitchell always had the perfect snarky quip to make her laugh. “Sorry. Does the whole building know?”


  He slipped inside and shut the door behind him. “I think it’s safe to say all of Sarasota County east of I-75 now knows.”


  She groaned.


  “You need to get out of here and go home and handle this. I can’t afford for you to go to jail. I don’t think they’ll let you work with a laptop and Internet there.” He smiled.


  “Don’t you and Brent want kids? You guys could adopt me. I’m already housebroken and everything.”


  “Don’t tempt me too much there, kitten. I just might take you up on that. Seriously, though. Go home and talk to your dad and get this hashed out. She’s obviously not firing on all cylinders somewhere if she thought this stunt would work.”


  “Yeah.”


  Twenty minutes later, Em was heading home and stewing over her responses. She was wondering how long it’d take her to pack her stuff and move out, even though she knew that wouldn’t be the best answer and might not even solve any of her current problems, all while creating a bunch of new ones in the process.


  Her mom’s car wasn’t there when Em pulled into her usual parking space in the driveway. When she walked in, her dad was sitting at the dining room table with his cell phone in front of him. He was rubbing his temples like he was working on the same headache threatening to overtake her.


  “Is it too early to start drinking?” she only half-joked.


  “I’m considering it. I already called Don and warned him. And yes, I straightened Amy out. She said she’ll be apologizing to you as soon as she pries her foot out of her mouth.” He finally realized she was home way ahead of schedule. “Why are you home from work so early?”


  She held out a hand, indicating his phone.


  “Ah.”


  “Ah, exactly.” She headed to her bedroom to dump her stuff on the bed and change into shorts and a T-shirt. “Me moving out is looking like a great option to me now,” she said when she rejoined him.


  “Only if you take me with you.” He looked up at her.


  Sliding into a chair across from him, she said, “This can’t be ‘nothing.’”


  “I know.”


  “I mean, what the hell?”


  “Well, we’re going to find out. Amy and Don will be over at six.”


  They were still sitting there, talking, when her mom arrived a few minutes later. She wore a happy, beaming smile that Em knew meant one thing—she thought she had the upper hand.


  “There’s several more loads in the car, if anyone wants to help me by unloading them.” Her mom headed straight for the kitchen.


  “So did you stop for groceries before or after you talked to Amy?” Em shot after her.


  Her mom froze, finally putting the bags on the counter before she turned. “I just stopped by to say hi. She hasn’t been by the house in a while, and—”


  “Knock it off, Francis.” Her father stood and walked over to her. “Amy called Em at work and started chewing her out for threatening to ‘kick us out.’ And you know damn well that’s not what’s going on.”


  “Why is everyone turning on me like this?”


  “Nobody is turning on you. You’re doing a fine job of turning us all against you, though. This is the last straw. Regardless of what the doctor says, you and I are going to find a place and move out.”


  Her eyes widened, shocked. “You don’t mean that! But we’ll never see any of the kids again!”


  “Of course we will. Don’t be ridiculous. At the rate you’re going, we’ll be lucky if the kids even want to talk to us, much less see us. I’m not going to have you destroying our relationship with our children because of whatever issues you’ve got going on.”


  “We shouldn’t be living alone at our age.”


  “Why not? Frankly? I’d love for us to have our own place again. I miss being able to walk around butt-naked if I want to! We’re both healthy and capable of living on our own.”


  “Uh, okay. On that note, I’m going to go get the groceries.” Em bolted for the front door.


  The last thing she wanted to do was contemplate her father’s bare ass.


  Chapter Five


  


  It was after seven when Jarred reached the house. He had parked alongside the driveway, on the practically non-existent grass, since the Dumpster took up the whole driveway.


  Not like it’s going to hurt it any. The lawn wasn’t exactly a priority for him. Once they were moved in, then he could decide what to do about the outside of the house.


  It took him several trips to fully unload all the cleaning supplies from his car and deposit them in the kitchen. He noticed it looked like there were two extra cars parked next door from what they’d seen yesterday, and wondered if Em had company.


  The first thing Jarred did inside was to securely seal the fridge with duct tape, ensuring no one could open it. Then he set about opening all the windows, even with the AC running, to at least give the place a chance to air out. He also set out five air fresheners containers he’d bought. “Clean Linen” might still have a funky undertone, but hopefully it would help.


  As he turned around and studied their new home, he could see the potential there, for them to have a personalized space that truly reflected them without being restricted by apartment rules.


  She would have liked it here.


  Taking a deep breath to choke back those thoughts, he set about clearing out the kitchen, removing all the food from the cabinets and filling several large contractor bags, toting them out to the Dumpster. Fortunately, the back end of it swung open, so when it came time to remove the fridge, stove, couch, and beds, they wouldn’t have to kill themselves heaving the heavy items over the top of it. Garrison was going to borrow an appliance dolly from Tracy’s work either tonight or tomorrow, and help him get the fridge and stove out.


  Then he wiped down all the cabinets, counter tops, and swept and mopped the kitchen floor. He would worry about emptying out the dishes and stuff from the cabinets and drawers later, when he felt like sorting through everything and had boxes to store the items in. There might be some things they’d keep, but they had their own dishes and cookware, so most of it would probably go.


  It was a start.


  Then he went to work on the guest bathroom, clearing out old products from under the counter and cleaning and scrubbing.


  He’d also made sure to purchase a couple of packages of toilet paper so they wouldn’t run out.


  I’d like a cold beer.


  But that would require beer.


  And a working fridge.


  And not having to drive home from there after consuming it.


  Instead, he walked out to the back porch and sat in a plastic chair there, carefully testing its stability before lowering all his weight onto it.


  It held.


  They had one oak tree in the back of the yard that provided some shade. He could envision herb plants along the fences, maybe a butterfly garden. Hell, he’d always wanted a koi pond. With the back yard already fenced, maybe he could make one and not worry about raccoons sneaking in and killing the fish.


  “Hello?”


  He looked over his shoulder at the sound of the woman’s voice. “Back here. Through the kitchen.” As the woman came into sight, he realized it was Em from next door. “Oh, hey.”


  “Hi. Hope I’m not intruding.”


  “No, not at all. I was just relaxing. Pull up a chair.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Looks like you have company over there.”


  “Just my brother and sister.”


  She sat and it gave him a chance to study her profile. Today she had her auburn hair pulled back with an elastic band, low on her neck, her ponytail falling just below her shoulders.


  “You all right?” he asked.


  She let out a bone-weary sigh. “Just a continuation of…stuff.”


  “Is your mom going to try to get me arrested again?” he teased.


  That evoked a smile. “Hopefully not. Why, do you have a thing for handcuffs?”


  His smile widened. “Sometimes. Depends on who’s doing the cuffing.”


  She blushed a little at that comment and she looked so adorable it nearly broke his heart.


  “If you want to talk about it,” he finally said, “I’m happy to listen.”


  “My brother and sister are over there right now, backing my dad up that it’s time our mom listens to us. Doctor’s going to schedule the necessary testing to see if she has any issues, but no answers yet. Nothing definitive. Dad’s also laid down the law to her that they’re moving out.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “Yeah, but I feel shitty about it.” She finally locked gazes with him, and his heart skipped a beat over her blue eyes.


  Like this, with her hair pulled back and looking so vulnerable, she reminded him so much of—


  “Don’t feel like that,” he said. “I know it’s easier said than done, but it sounds like if your dad’s on your side and your siblings are coming around, that it’s not your fault.”


  “Is it so wrong to want peace? To not have every day feel like there’s a fight or a struggle in store? It’s like if things are going too well around the house, Mom deliberately does something to stir up trouble.”


  “Some people do. Did you consider she might have an issue, but it might be psychological and not strictly physiological?”


  “Not yet. We’re still in the early stages.”


  “There are all sorts of personality disorders. For all you know, maybe that’s what this is, and it’s always been there but manifesting in different ways now.”


  “You sound like you have experience.”


  “Some. Not an expert. I’m a CNA, but I took some psych classes in college. Wouldn’t hurt to get a mental health expert on board if the doctor doesn’t find anything.”


  “Thanks.” She let out a long, sad sigh. “It feels very peaceful here. My house used to feel like that. I can’t remember the last time I just sat out on my lanai and stared at the bird feeder.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because once they moved in, any time I went out there, Mom always followed me and started talking. Then when she was ready to go inside, which was usually in a few minutes, if I didn’t go, too, she would keep hounding me until I did. Even if I was sitting out there and trying to work. She’d pop her head out the door and ask how much longer I was going to be out there.”


  He turned in his chair to look at her. “Honestly? I’d start looking into the mental health aspects of it sooner rather than later. Has she always been like this?”


  “To a certain extent. But when we were kids she volunteered at school with us, and then she had other stuff she did when we all left home. Friends and hobbies. Once Dad retired about ten years ago, she seemed to lose interest in other things. Then once they moved in with me, she…”


  “Focused on her single child?”


  “Yeah. I guess I shouldn’t complain like this, because she’s alive for me to gripe about. I don’t want to sound ungrateful or anything, because I do love her. I’m just worn out.”


  “I don’t think any rational human being would blame you for feeling like that. I sure don’t.”


  She blew out a long breath. “Sorry. You’re here trying to relax and I’m playing Eeyore.”


  “That’s all right. Eeyore’s my favorite.”


  She offered him a sad, all-too-familiar smile that painfully twisted like a knife in his gut.


  Danger.


  Yes, they’d been to grief counseling. Garrison had ordered him.


  He knew he couldn’t paint her with the Janis brush. It wasn’t fair to Em or to himself or even to Garrison.


  After another moment, she finally stood. “Thanks again for the ear. I’ll bring beer or something next time.” Another smile.


  He stood. “Eh, once we get a new fridge.”


  She turned and looked through the open kitchen door at the now duct-taped beast. “Uh—ohhh. Is that the source of the funk?”


  He laughed. “Yes, exactly. I think it went kaput, because the power wasn’t turned off for the food to spoil.”


  “Oh. Wow.”


  “It’ll go on to that appliance graveyard in the sky and we’ll get a brand new one in here that’s never been funkified.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Em knew exactly what she was doing. She was stalling the return to her house so she didn’t have to deal with what was going on there.


  Something akin to World War II, only a little less civil.


  Em had tapped out when her mom had tried to home in on her and accused her of trying to get her institutionalized to get control of her money.


  Em knew at that point she needed to leave before she said something she couldn’t take back, and she managed not to slam the door behind her. But she hadn’t taken keys or her phone or purse with her, so she really didn’t have a lot of options.


  Until she saw the car next door and found her feet carrying her in that direction.


  Jarred was a nice guy, a cutie for sure. Garrison was a lucky guy.


  But yeah, odiferous funk or not, it felt peaceful over here in a way her house didn’t and hadn’t for too damn long.


  She wasn’t sure her house would ever feel peaceful again after all of this. Even once her parents moved out. Not with all the memories she now had of the emotional power struggles with her mom.


  At least Don and Amy, upon their arrival, had given her shame-faced apologies for originally siding with their mom three years ago. Apparently their mom had played them, too, assuring them that Em had volunteered for them to move in with her.


  Her mom, of course, vehemently denied their version of events despite Amy and Don telling pretty much the exact same story, word for word.


  Em didn’t know, didn’t even care anymore what the truth was.


  All Em wanted was peace. The ability to relax in her bed and not worry about someone knocking on her door five minutes later, wondering where she was and what she was doing.


  Not cringing any time she heard her cell phone ring or vibrate and saw it was her home number.


  “If you need any help cleaning tonight, I’d be glad to stay and help you,” she offered.


  “I appreciate that, but actually, I was getting ready to close everything up and head home. Sorry. If you’d come over about an hour ago, you could have been elbows-deep in scrubbing bubbles in the guest bathroom.”


  “Would have been more fun than what I’m dealing with.”


  She finally made her way back home to find her siblings and her father gathered around the dining room table and her mother nowhere in sight.


  “Did she slam the door when she flounced?” Em asked as she gently closed the front door behind her.


  “I’m surprised you didn’t hear it,” her dad said. “It was a real window-rattler.”


  “I take it she’s not taking well to the news.”


  “No. And tough. I’m done caving to her.”


  She slid into a seat at the table. “Look, Jarred—”


  “Who?” her dad asked.


  “The guy next door. He brought up a valid point. Even if her doctor doesn’t find a medical reason for her behavior, maybe there’s a psychological one going on. Maybe it’s time to get her into counseling. Maybe how she’s acting is in response to all of the changes life threw at her, and she’s trying to hold on to me as some way of keeping control of her life.”


  “We’ll definitely put that on the list,” her dad said.


  By the time they finished dinner, dishes were done and put away, and her brother and sister left, their mom still hadn’t emerged from their room.


  Em refused to feel guilty about that, either. In fact, she made a point of not going anywhere near their bedroom door. Her dad could deal with her.


  She was going to retreat to the master bedroom, lock herself in, take a long, hot shower, and then maybe have a glass of wine before bed.


  Screw it. She detoured back to the kitchen to pour herself that glass of wine sooner rather than later.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison had leftovers heated up and waiting when Jarred returned home to their apartment.


  “Hey, buddy.” Garrison walked over and kissed him hello, scruffing the nape of Jarred’s neck with his hand. “You all right?” He could tell from the shadows in Jarred’s sweet brown eyes that he wasn’t.


  Jarred dropped to his knees there in the entryway, his forehead pressed against Garrison’s bare feet. “I’ve had better days.”


  Garrison bent over and stroked Jarred’s hair. “Talk to me.”


  “I need to unplug.”


  “What happened?”


  Jarred let out a sigh. “Em came over while I was at the house and we were talking for a little while. She really reminds me of her.”


  Jarred didn’t need to clarify who.


  Garrison knew exactly who he meant.


  “Ah.” Garrison gently raked his nails along Jarred’s scalp. “I noticed that, too.” Garrison firmly gripped a handful of Jarred’s hair and tipped his head back so he could look into Jarred’s eyes. “You need to eat dinner first, then a shower, then I’ll take care of you. Okay?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Garrison stroked his hair. “I’m sorry I can’t do more for you.”


  “I know. It’s okay. Ditto.”


  He helped Jarred up off the floor and pulled him in for another hug and kiss. “One day at a time.”


  Jarred nodded.


  After dinner and a shower, Jarred didn’t bother putting on clothes. Instead, he headed for their bedroom and knelt at the end of the bed, bent over it, legs spread, waiting.


  One thing that sucked about being in an apartment was the fact that they had to be quiet. Last thing they wanted was a neighbor calling the police thinking there was a domestic violence incident going on or something.


  Garrison had pulled a riding crop out of their implement bag. Something stingy, but not too loud in terms of drawing attention. He reached down and pinned Jarred to the bed by the back of the neck with his left hand.


  “Ask me for it, Jare.”


  “I need it. Please.”


  Garrison stroked the back of Jarred’s thighs with the riding crop, up and over his ass, back down again, before he paused.


  Whap. Whap. Whap. Whap. Whap.


  Hard, fast, stingy strokes, as hard as Garrison could deliver them, along Jarred’s ass and the backs of his thighs. Strokes that immediately raised long, red welts everywhere they’d landed and would result in marks lasting a couple of days.


  Jarred’s body tensed, even rising up on his toes, but making no move to escape.


  Garrison set the riding crop aside. With his left hand still firmly clamped around Jarred’s neck, Garrison started biting his way up and down Jarred’s back, his ass, his legs, the backs of his arms. From the way the man squirmed on the bed, Garrison could tell subspace had been achieved with the first series of strokes from the crop.


  Garrison preferred using his body to implements for his sadism, but lots of bare-handed spanking might not go unnoticed by their neighbors. Once they were alone in their own house, however, they could finally be free to be more open.


  Garrison sat up, made a fist with his right hand, and pummeled Jarred’s ass and upper thighs with it. Finally, he reached between Jarred’s legs and found the man’s cock already rigid, pre-cum leaking from the head. Slicking Jarred’s juices up and down his shaft, Garrison stroked him, hard, relentlessly.


  “You want it, you come for me or you can hold it.”


  Jarred’s fingers fisted the covers as he worked his hips in time with Garrison’s hand jerking him off. It didn’t take long for his cock to harden even more as the man’s body went stiff, his cry of pleasure muffled against the sheets as his cum coated Garrison’s hand.


  Garrison finally released Jarred’s neck and rolled onto his back, Jarred grabbing Garrison’s right hand and licking him clean before going down on him. Jarred deep-throated him, moaning as Garrison grabbed him by the hair and started fucking his hips against Jarred’s face, driving his cock deep into the other man’s throat.


  Jarred matched him motion for motion, shoving Garrison’s thighs wide apart and holding on. He desperately tried to suck Garrison’s balls dry, using every trick that talented tongue and lips knew to get him over, until Garrison couldn’t hold it any longer and rewarded him with a mouth full of cum.


  Only then did his grip on Jarred’s head loosen. Jarred kissed the insides of Garrison’s thighs before climbing up his body, wrapping his arms around him, and rolling them to their sides with Garrison nestled against him.


  A content sigh escaped Jarred. “Thank you.”


  “My turn tomorrow,” Garrison mumbled against his chest.


  Jarred’s fingers stroked his back, his chin rubbing against the top of Garrison’s head. “Of course.”


  Garrison was about ready to drift to sleep when Jarred spoke again. “You know, I had a thought.”


  “What?” Garrison mumbled.


  “She’s single.”


  “Who?”


  “Em.”


  Garrison didn’t move. “You don’t even know if she’s kinky, much less if she’s attracted to us.”


  “We know she’s single.”


  “Again. Single isn’t the only prerequisite. For all you know, she might be squicked out by the thought of two guys together.”


  “I don’t think she would have come over to talk if she was. And her boss and friend is gay and married.”


  “We’re not gay. We’re complicated.”


  “Do you like her?”


  Now Garrison lifted his head to look at Jarred. “What, exactly, are you proposing?”


  “I mean, friends. Okay, sure. But…you know. If we can kind of work stuff in. Innocent stuff. Have her over for dinner. Help her with yard work. Wash her car. Just…stuff.”


  He looked like a guilty kid, in an endearingly irresistible way.


  “What happened to consent?”


  “Just helping a friend out.”


  “That’s not just helping a friend out, and you damn well know it.”


  Jarred didn’t answer.


  He reached up and palmed Jarred’s cheek. “I miss her, too. But unknowingly setting up our new neighbor to be a stand-in Domme without her knowledge or consent isn’t how we do things.”


  “We did stuff for Janis all the time.”


  “Uh, yeah, and we were in a relationship with her. She was our owner and our Domme and our partner.”


  “I mean non-kinky stuff. How is this any different?”


  “Because Janis owned us, that’s why. And she knew what was going on.” He leaned in and touched his forehead to Jarred’s. “I know it hurts. I know me standing in part-time isn’t the same. I get it, because I’m in the same boat. But if anything is going to develop with anyone, it has to do so organically. Not because you wish it to happen. You know, if we started going to the munches again—”


  “We can’t.”


  Jarred tried to roll over, away from Garrison, but Garrison penned him in with his arms and held him down. “We can.”


  “Your job.”


  “The issue was never my job, and I kept telling you that. Her job, yes, absolutely. But I’m fine. I’ve got tenure. Unless I get arrested or something, I’m good. We can start meeting up with our friends again. We don’t have to hide out. We start by going to dinner at Tony and Shayla’s Sunday night. I’ll text him tomorrow and accept his invitation.”


  Jarred tried to look away but Garrison reached down and caught his chin and waited until his guy was looking up into his eyes again.


  “It’s going to hurt. I know that. We’re still going to bump into people from time to time who don’t know what happened. And that’ll hurt, too. But the only way to get through it is to start building up calluses against it. To deal with it in baby steps. Hiding and trying to seduce a woman we don’t even know is not a healthy alternative.”


  He caught Jarred’s left hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing the wedding band there. Garrison wore Janis’ rings on a chain around his neck because he couldn’t bear to part with them long enough to have them resized to fit even his pinky.


  “We’re always going to love her. We’re always going to miss her. But she ordered us to move on.” He laced fingers with Jarred. “Maybe one day we’ll find someone else. Maybe we won’t. But we’re disobeying her if we don’t reconnect with our friends.”


  He didn’t begrudge Jarred wearing the wedding band. If they’d had enough time, they would have had a second, private ceremony where she would have put one on Garrison, too. But they hadn’t. And money had been so tight at the time, with everything needed for her treatments, that…


  Garrison shoved the thoughts away. They always led to dark places.


  Jarred finally nodded.


  Garrison leaned in and kissed him. “We just keep switching it up when we can. I’ll lean on you, you lean on me. Just like we’ve been doing. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Maybe we won’t. But we have to start somewhere, and if you trust me, you’ll follow my lead.”


  Jarred nodded again. The tears in his eyes broke Garrison’s heart.


  He lay down and this time gathered Jarred against him, and that’s how they fell asleep.


  Chapter Six


  


  Early Wednesday evening, Garrison met Jarred at the house with the borrowed appliance dolly and they got the stove and the fridge moved out of the kitchen and into the Dumpster. Next came the mattresses and box springs from the beds.


  Those tasks accomplished, Jarred closed the end of the Dumpster and latched it. “Thanks. I can get the rest myself, I think.” He had tomorrow and Friday off, then he had to work over the weekend. So tomorrow and Friday, Jarred would be there trying to get as much done as he could. Next Monday would start Jarred’s three days of vacation time, followed by two regular days off.


  “What about the kitchen cabinets?” Garrison asked.


  “I’m going to pull out the carpet first. That will allow me to plan the flooring better, plus I can get the painting done before we put the new flooring in.”


  “If you wait to do the cabinets until I can help you, we can just unscrew them and carry them out.”


  Jarred grinned. “I already bought a sledgehammer and a crowbar.”


  “Ah. Not even going to try to salvage them?”


  “Nope. I need to do this.”


  “Fair enough. Want to grab dinner on the way home? I’m in the mood for sushi.”


  “That sounds like a plan.” They locked up the house and Jarred was a little disappointed he didn’t see Em’s car next door.


  Once they were at the restaurant and had put their orders in, Garrison reached across the table and took Jarred’s hands in his.


  “Don’t go projecting on her,” Garrison cautioned. “Em. She seems nice, but we don’t even know her.”


  “That’s spooky.”


  “It’s human. It’s also not fair to her.”


  “What if we become friends with her?”


  “I’m all for that. You know that. I’m just saying—”


  “I know.”


  “This is the first time I’ve seen a spark of light in your eyes in a long time.”


  “I’m sorry I sort of checked out for a while.” He squeezed Garrison’s hands. “I promised her I’d marry you and you won’t let me.”


  Garrison smiled, his green eyes pulling him in. “I promised her, too. Let’s get through all of this first, okay? This is a lot of change. You still have to officially finish probate and everything with the house.”


  “Mom said the lawyer said it’s only going to be a few more weeks. Why can’t we go to the courthouse and get married?”


  “Because I love you and I know what she told us. I know you’re still in as much pain as I am. Losing her isn’t something we’ll magically heal from overnight just because we get married. I don’t want to screw us up. I was actually thinking about telling you I was ready to take that step when all this came up. I want to make sure your assets are protected, though, before we do that.”


  “They’re yours, too.”


  “No, legally, they’re not.”


  “That’s why she married me, though. So I could marry you later and we’d be okay.”


  “I get that. She made that perfectly clear to me at the time.” Garrison squeezed his hands. “If I didn’t think I could trust you, do you think I’d be here? I trust you. I don’t need a piece of paper between us to tell me I love you any more than you needed one between you and her.”


  “But if something happens to me and we aren’t married, what about—”


  “We have a joint account. The money’s there. It’s ours. Your parents know all about what the three of us had together. We have paperwork from Ed. Your mom and dad aren’t about to screw with anything should something happen. Neither will my folks. I’m not worried about it. Considering the way your mom keeps hinting to me that she wants to plan our wedding, I’m not exactly afraid they’d try to shove me out of the way. If I’m not worried about it, then you shouldn’t be. Let’s get everything settled through probate first. No need complicating things any. Then we can talk to Ed.”


  “You’re too damn logical.” They parted hands and sat back as the waitress returned with their miso soup.


  “I’m a history professor. I’m used to looking at things analytically and in hindsight.” Garrison smiled as he picked up his spoon. “You’re used to having to deal with things as they happen, quickly, with possibly dire consequences if they aren’t dealt with just right. A different way of looking at the world, is all.”


  “You and your logic.” But Jarred smiled when he said it.


  “So what do you want me to do at the house this weekend while you’re working?” Garrison asked.


  “Your choice.”


  “No, this isn’t time for that. This is Garrison and Jarred talking. What would you like me to work on at the house?”


  Jarred sighed. “I’m not looking forward to tackling the garage. If you’d start going through there and tossing junk and organizing it so we have room in there to move furniture out of the house, that’d be a huge help. And maybe tackle cleaning out the master bathroom and bedroom after that, if you have time.”


  “See? Was that so hard?”


  “Smartass.” Jarred froze. “Heeeey. What happened to talking as equals?”


  Garrison wore that adorable smirk Jarred knew all too well. “What?”


  “You just had me tell you what to do.”


  The smirk widened as Garrison lifted the spoon to his mouth. “So?”


  “Maybe we should talk to Tilly. But not about arranging a work party.”


  “I already talked to Cris. Tilly’s swamped with work right now. He said he was sure she wouldn’t mind doing something for us, but I told him never mind. I don’t want to impose. He also offered himself or Landry if we wanted them to top us, but I told him that it was okay. They’re in the process of moving, and have the baby and everything going on right now.”


  “Dammit.” Jarred poked at his bowl of soup with his spoon. Then, “Do you think she would have minded if we ask Tilly to step in?”


  Garrison set his spoon down. “Mind? No. But let’s be honest. It’d be too easy for us to try to lean on Tilly too much, and not only is she busy with her job, but they’ve got the baby and a new house. That’s not fair to her. She doesn’t have time for us like that.”


  “Maybe Gilo will let us borrow Abbey.”


  Garrison tipped his head. “No. I’m not going to ask Gilo to borrow Abbey.”


  “She played with us before.”


  “Before she met Gilo, yes.”


  Jarred stirred his soup some more. “Cris or Landry, huh?”


  Garrison shuddered. “Sorry, but no. Not just no, but hell, no. I love Landry to death, but I’m not that much of a masochist. And I love Cris, but I’ve seen Cris play. He’s almost as vicious as Landry.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the way home, they stopped at an appliance store and picked out a new fridge and stove and arranged to have them delivered. At least with a fridge, they could plug it in anywhere in the house and keep cold drinks and snacks in it until they were ready to finish the new kitchen.


  The appliances would be delivered sometime on Friday, which Jarred knew would be enough time for him to get the carpet ripped up out of the dining room, where he wanted to temporarily house the fridge. The stove could sit boxed up until they were ready for it to be installed.


  Thursday morning, Jarred awoke at his usual time and threw on shorts and an old T-shirt before walking out to the kitchen to start the coffee.


  He felt bad about his uncle’s death, but for the last three months of his life, Bryant Simonson had barely been conscious after another stroke had robbed him of what little remained of his independence. That followed months and months of fighting stubborn infections from the surgery to repair his broken hip. And other complications.


  I wouldn’t want to live like that.


  He knew he shouldn’t be letting his mind travel down those meandering back roads, because they’d come far too close to leading him back to Janis and her ordeal.


  “Jare, please let me go.”


  With his uncle, it’d been a blessing.


  They could have had forever with Janis and it still wouldn’t have been long enough.


  It wasn’t fair. The three of them had been planning their future together.


  Maybe even kids.


  Then their world had been yanked out from under them, sending them scrambling into an emotional free-fall that painfully ended way too soon.


  He pinched the inside of his left arm, hard, digging in his nails and holding it as long as he could to anchor himself back to the here and now.


  Garrison didn’t have to be up for half an hour yet, and Jarred didn’t want to wake him. Once he had enough coffee to fill a travel mug, he pulled on sneakers, grabbed his keys, and headed out. He’d already packed everything in his car the night before that he’d wanted to take with him today so he wouldn’t be making any noise to wake Garrison. With the guest bath now acceptably clean, he could grab a shower there if he wanted later in the day.


  He stopped by a convenience store on the way for a bag of ice, some bottled water, and a couple of sandwiches and other snacks to stash in the cooler he’d placed in his trunk. He didn’t want to waste any time today leaving to get snacks.


  First on his agenda, he wanted to rip out the carpet. The kitchen and guest bath both had linoleum floors. He hadn’t decided yet whether or not to rip it up or put the new flooring down on top of them.


  He’d purchased a new carpet knife with replaceable blades so he could slice it and the padding into manageable strips. And a small pry bar to pull up the tack strips up along the edges.


  While slamming the sledgehammer into the kitchen cabinets would feel damn good, he knew he had to do this systematically. Plus, getting the carpets out would go a long way to help with the remaining lingering funk in the air.


  When he arrived, he unloaded all his stuff and set up his iPod and portable speaker on the kitchen counter that overlooked the dining room so he’d have music to work by. With the fridge and stove out of the kitchen, it already looked a lot larger. Jarred was looking forward to reconfiguring it with new cabinets and counters, modernizing it.


  Then he stared at the living room.


  I should have had Garrison help me with the couch.


  The couch was embedded with the funk and wasn’t worth saving. The first step was to remove the cushions and dump them. Then it took him about thirty minutes and, after a lot of shoving and swearing, he managed to manhandle the monster out the front door and into the Dumpster.


  It felt good to see it sitting there.


  Returning to the living room, he started picking up papers and added a shredder to his mental list. Stuff that needed to be shredded, he stacked on the dining room table.


  Everything else went into garbage bags. Magazines, newspapers, junk mail. He put together a couple of boxes he’d bought to start storing tchotchkes he knew his mom wouldn’t want, stuff that they’d donate. He’d pretty much decided not to bother with a yard sale. He didn’t have the time or energy to deal with it, and in one donation they could take the tax deduction. None of it looked like it was worth very much, but then again, he wasn’t an expert.


  Maybe I should have Em look at the stuff first.


  He had no idea if any of the things were worth money or not. In fact, her car still sat parked next door.


  I don’t want to bother her, though.


  He decided to wait and send her a text message later. It was still fairly early in the morning, not even eight o’clock yet. She might still be asleep, for all he knew.


  It didn’t take him long to get the living room emptied so he could start carving strips of carpet and padding into manageable widths to roll them up and tote them outside to the Dumpster. And he had a solid rhythm going, too, making good progress.


  Until he got careless.


  He had turned the AC off and opened the windows to let the place air out, meaning he’d built up a pretty good sweat despite the relatively comfortable October morning.


  That’s when his hand slipped on the carpet knife. Instead of pulling it up and away from him as he drew it toward him, he managed to nail himself across the top of his right thigh with it.


  And he was wearing shorts.


  Dropping the knife, he held his breath, waiting, hoping it wasn’t as bad as he thought it might be.


  Then blood started gushing out.


  Oh, that’s not good.


  Clapping his right hand over it, he got up and limped over to the counter for his phone. When he saw the time, he realized Garrison would already be in class. He grabbed a roll of paper towels and wadded up a bunch of them to hold pressed against the wound. He needed to sit down again.


  Out the kitchen window, he saw one of the cars was gone next door, but Em’s was still there.


  It was either that, or an ambulance call, which he’d rather avoid.


  He pulled up her number and dialed.


  Chapter Seven


  


  On Thursday, Em was looking forward to a quiet morning working from home. Her dad had taken her mom for her morning blood work, which had to be done after fasting. After that, they would eat breakfast out, then she had an appointment to get other routine testing done, like an EKG, things that were overdue and needed to be performed regardless.


  That meant a few blessed hours alone.


  Then her phone rang.


  She had spotted Jarred’s car next door, but it surprised her to see his number on her phone. “Hello?”


  “Um, hey, Em? It’s Jarred.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Uh, are you, um…busy?”


  There was something about his tone of voice that made her pause. “Why? What’s going on?”


  “I’m really sorry to bug you, but I kind of need some help.”


  “What kind of help?”


  “A ride to the ER.”


  “What?” She realized she was already up and racing for her keys and purse.


  “I lost my grip on the carpet knife and…well, I missed the carpet but not my leg.”


  “I’ll be right there.”


  She did an about-face and ran for the first-aid kit they kept under the sink in the guest bathroom. Not just the el cheapo dollar store variety, but a fully stocked one based on her experience growing up in hurricane country and the Red Cross first-aid course she’d taken. She barely remembered to lock her front door behind her.


  She found him sitting on the kitchen floor, a sodden wad of paper towels pressed against what she could already tell without looking directly at the wound was a pretty serious gash.


  “You didn’t hit your femoral artery, did you?” she asked as she dropped to her knees next to him. “Because if you did, we have to call an ambulance.”


  “No, it’s along the top, into the muscle, but I think it’s deep. I’m really sorry to call you like this, but—”


  “It’s okay.”


  She pulled out gauze packs and ended up grabbing a roll of blue painter’s tape off the kitchen counter instead of bothering with the small rolls of mesh tape in the first-aid kit. After placing several layers of gauze over the wound, and a clean dish towel out of a drawer, and then tightly wrapping the makeshift dressing with blue tape, she helped him to his feet.


  “Dammit,” she said. “I should have driven my car over here.”


  He handed her his keys. “Drive mine. Seriously, it’s okay. I’d rather bleed all over my car than yours, anyway.”


  “I appreciate the sentiment, but that’s not my concern.”


  “I’m insured, don’t worry. I trust you.”


  With his right arm around her shoulders and her left around his waist, she helped him limp out to his car and get into the backseat so he could stretch out and try to keep his leg elevated. She didn’t like that his face looked pale.


  “You going to be okay?” she asked.


  “I think so. I might be a little shocky. I know my pulse is elevated and my BP’s probably up. From the stress, I’d bet. If you can drive me to the ER at Proctor-Collins Med Center, I work there. Do you know where it is? It’s the closest hospital, anyway.”


  “Yeah, no problem.” She had to adjust the seat forward to reach the pedals but soon had the car pointed in the right direction. “Keep talking to me.”


  “I’m okay. It’s starting to throb now. The initial numbness is wearing off. Guess it’s a good thing it was a new knife and not an old, rusty one or something. I really appreciate this. I’m sorry I’m interfering with your day.”


  “Hey, least I can do after what Mom did.”


  “Then can I ask another huge favor?”


  “Sure.”


  “I can handle other people getting shots and stuff, but I’m kind of a wuss when it comes to me. Would you mind staying with me while they stitch me up?”


  “Of course I will.”


  Em had a cast-iron stomach, fortunately. Whenever one of their crew ended up getting hurt in the warehouse, which was fortunately rarely and generally only something minor, she was the one they usually came to for immediate medical attention.


  She’d taken a first-aid training course a few years ago after a customer at one of their on-site estate sales had collapsed and needed CPR. Fortunately, there’d been a nurse there to help save the guy, but it had driven home to Em that they needed to know that kind of stuff. Everyone on their crew now got certified in CPR as a part of their employment, even the part-timers. Em, Mitchell, Brent, and their four crew leads had taken full first aid courses.


  “Do I need to call Garrison for you?”


  “He’s teaching all morning. He’ll have his phone on silent. Sorry about this.”


  “Stop apologizing. I’m glad I was home to help.” They arrived at the ER a few minutes later. She pulled right up to the door and they got him out and into a wheelchair while she hurried to park the car and catch up with him.


  Due to the nature of his injury, they immediately took him back to a bed. An admissions nurse came round to talk to them, her head down over the laptop on her portable cart.


  “Are you his wife?”


  “Oh, no. Just his neighbor.”


  Jarred waved at the woman. “Hey, Kelly.”


  The woman turned and actually saw him lying on the gurney, where a nurse and an aide were unwrapping the makeshift bandage from his thigh.


  “Oh—oh! Jarred.” The woman cocked her head at him. “What the heck did you do to yourself?”


  “A whoopsies. Not here. Off the clock. I screw up good when I do.”


  “I guess so.” She waved her hand at him. “I’ll pull your information from the computer. Come see me when you’re done to sign and handle the copay.”


  “Thanks.”


  She printed up a patient wristband for him and hurried out to take care of another intake.


  The nurse let out a whistle. “Dude. That’s deep. We’re going to need to shoot you full of lidocaine before they can wash that out and sew it up. Doc might want to put some internal sutures in, too.”


  “Yeah, I figured.”


  “Okay, hang tight for a minute. Let me get a kit put together and find out who’s free.”


  She left them there with the aide, who started taking his vitals and talking with Jarred about various things, including what he’d been doing that led up to his self-inflicted injury.


  Em realized the aide was trying to keep Jarred distracted. Jarred’s color still didn’t look great, a grey pallor in his cheeks.


  Em moved over to the chair at the left side of the gurney. “So tell me about the plans you guys have for the house.”


  The aide did something that made Jarred wince. He reached out toward Em with his left hand, and she reflexively caught and held it, lacing fingers with him.


  That’s when she finally realized he wore a wedding band.


  “Well, besides painting, we’re planning to rip out the carpet and the kitchen cabinets,” he said in a pained voice. “Garrison was going to clean out the garage for me this weekend. We need a place to move all the stuff we’re getting rid of out of the way from inside.”


  “I can borrow one of the box trucks from work if you need stuff hauled off. Long as you guys do the heavy lifting, I don’t mind driving it for you to wherever.”


  Jarred looked at her, his grip tightening on her hand as his face twisted with pain. “That reminds me. There are some knickknacks and stuff I’d like you to look at, please. Make sure they’re not worth anything before we get rid of them.”


  “Sure. No problem.” The nurse returned, her hands full of supplies. She and the aide got busy flushing out the wound while Jarred kept his gaze focused on Em.


  He had sweet brown eyes, with darker flecks of honey in the depths. “I really appreciate this, Em,” he said.


  “Hey, least I can do.”


  “Sorry I’m messing up your day.”


  She squeezed his hand. “Nothing I can’t work around. No worries.”


  He winced again and she covered his hand with her other hand, holding on tightly. “I won’t tell Garrison you cried, if you end up crying.”


  He let out a pained laugh. “Oh, he’ll ask if I fainted. It’s stupid. I was covered with crap, literally, at the beginning of my shift a couple of days ago, and it didn’t even faze me. I can handle anything done to anyone else. And I’m a freaking masochist, survived PT while I was in the Army, but this kind of stuff just kills me when I’m the patient.”


  She didn’t ask for clarification about his masochist comment because she wasn’t even sure what he meant by it. She chalked it up to his pain and stress. Then a doctor arrived to take care of getting him stitched up, and Em, the nurse, and the aide did their best to keep Jarred’s mind off what was going on.


  An hour later he was stitched and stapled closed again, and his blood pressure, which had been unusually high when they first arrived, had stabilized. After getting his paperwork handled, he insisted on walking out to the car and not letting her drive it around to him.


  He did let her drive them back, though. He carefully climbed into the passenger seat.


  “Do you want me to take you home?”


  “No, back to the house is fine.”


  “But you just got ten staples and seven stitches in your leg.”


  He grinned. “I’m tough. After the fact, the pain I can deal with. It’s the treating of the wounds, not so much.”


  She had noticed that he’d refused an offered prescription for painkillers.


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I’ll be walking on it for work on Saturday and Sunday anyway. It’s going to throb like a son of a gun. I’m not going to try driving just yet, though. Want to make sure I’m stable.”


  Back at the house, he laughed as he saw the blood trail. “Holy hell, looks like a crime scene.”


  “Do you want me to help you clean up?”


  “No, I’m good. Seriously. The carpet’s coming up anyway.” He looked down at the dressing wrapped around his thigh. “Then again, I think I’m done ripping up carpet for today. I’ll have to work on something else.”


  “What were those things you wanted me to look at?”


  “Oh, let me show you.” He slowly limped over to a couple of boxes.


  She knelt and started going through them. “There are a couple of things in here that might be worth something. Not a lot, probably twenty, thirty dollars to the right collector. I’d have to research them.”


  “I don’t want you to go through that kind of trouble. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t, like, throwing away a fortune or something.”


  “Nothing like that, as far as I can tell.”


  “That’s good. Garrison would give me stink-eye if I did that.”


  “So how long have you guys been married?”


  He glanced at his wedding band. “Oh, we aren’t married yet. Long and complicated story.”


  “I’m sorry. I thought you were.”


  “It’s…complicated. Look, can I invite you to come over to our place for dinner tonight to repay you for your help today?”


  “You don’t owe me anything.”


  “Seriously. We’ll cook. Not here, obviously. No fridge or stove. I meant our apartment. It’s not far from here. Besides, Garrison would spank me in the bad way if I didn’t at least invite you over for dinner after what you did for me today. Please? If nothing else, let us give you an excuse to escape home for a few hours.”


  He seemed like such a nice guy, and she really did need to get out more. “Okay, sure.”


  “I’ll text you the address. Seven o’clock. Any food allergies?”


  “Nope.”


  “Cool.” He looked around. “I feel bad that I didn’t spend more time with my uncle. I went to see him a couple of times a month, at least, once he was at the nursing home. Had a lot of stuff going on over the past couple of years ourselves, though, that made it kind of hard. We were sort of wrapped up in our own situation. And he wasn’t one to be fussed over much, anyway, I guess. Mom said once Aunt Sharon died that he sort of became a loner.”


  “Didn’t have any kids, huh?”


  “No. Honestly, I was shocked when Mom called me and told me he’d left the place to me. I hadn’t expected it, and he hadn’t said anything to me about it. I figured she’d inherit everything.”


  “He must have loved you.”


  “I guess.” Jarred looked a little lost. “When people die, it changes a lot of stuff in your perspective.”


  She didn’t miss how he played with the wedding band on his left hand. Now she’d admit to being curious about what it represented if he and Garrison weren’t married.


  “Does it make me a horrible daughter to say I hope my dad doesn’t die first?”


  He smiled, but it looked sad. “Considering what you’ve told me, I think it makes you very practical and I can’t blame you at all.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred didn’t know what it was about Em, but the more time he spent around her, the more time he wanted to spend with her. Not just because she held his hand during his ER experience, or because she jumped in without hesitation to help him, but because he sensed a lost part of her soul also wandering around, homeless.


  Kind of like he’d felt the past thirteen months.


  Stop it.


  Friends. Friends only. Garrison was absolutely right, and he knew it. He couldn’t project anything else onto Em other than friendship, no matter how good it’d felt being able to step back and let her sort of take charge of him, even though she hadn’t even realized that was what she was doing, or what he was letting her do.


  In fact, he expected he’d probably get a thorough scolding from Garrison when he told him the whole story.


  Jarred texted her their address before she even left. Once he was alone again, he heavily sat in one the dining room chairs and texted a quick message to Garrison.


  Em’s coming to dinner tonight. 7. Can you please stop by the store and get stuff to make your fettuccine?


  Jarred decided to leave out the whole ER visit for now. Garrison would no doubt call him during his lunch break to talk, and then Jarred could slide that little factoid in without scaring him via text.


  Jarred looked around, realizing that no, he didn’t need to be kneeling and crawling on the floor with his injury. It would hurt like a motherfucker, and possibly rip something open. There were plenty of other things he could be doing, like sorting through the contents of the master bedroom and the other two bedrooms.


  Turning the iPod up louder, he grabbed some garbage bags and headed toward the back of the house to take care of bagging up all the remaining clothes. Those he’d drop off at a donation kiosk he always passed on the way home.


  As he started with a dresser, he tried to shove away thoughts of the last time he had to do a chore like this. Only then it had been him and Gare tackling it together.


  Holding each other as they cried between each drawer, each item lovingly removed from a hanger in the closet.


  A few items they couldn’t bear to part with because of the memories associated with them remained tucked away in a garment bag in the back of their closet.


  After emptying all the clothes into garbage bags, either to load into his car for donations or to go out to the Dumpster for trash, Jarred stared around the master bedroom.


  Already, he could envision their furniture in there. Maybe the walls painted a nice honey color, or something equally soothing.


  Their retreat from the world.


  I wonder where we should put her urn?


  When he caught himself thinking those thoughts, he pinched his arm, hard, and then grabbed a bag designated as garbage and headed toward the front door to dispose of it.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Em called Mitchell to update him after she returned home.


  “Good deed for the day, huh? Glad those classes we took paid off for more than just the occasional work ouchie.”


  “Me, too. I’m going to work from here for the rest of the day.”


  “You work too damn hard. When was the last time you took off two in a row?”


  “I don’t need to take off two in a row right now.”


  “Says you.” He chuckled. “At least you got a free meal out of it. Enjoy, and have fun tonight.”


  When her parents returned later, Em waited until her mother had retreated without comment to their bedroom and closed the door behind her to ask what had happened at the appointments.


  Her father looked exhausted. “Oh, she’s sulking, of course.”


  “Well, I hate to do this to you, but she can sulk without me tonight. I have plans.” She gave her father the quick version of events.


  “Wow. Good thing you were here to help him. Go have fun. We’ll be fine. I’ll heat us up leftovers for dinner.”


  “If she tries to call, warn her I’m going to ignore it.”


  He smiled. “I’m going to tell her you’re working.”


  “So when do we start getting results?”


  “Not for at least a week or so. We go back next week to talk to the doctor and get the first round of test results. We’ll see where to go from there.”


  Em dropped her voice. “So how’s she been besides sulking?”


  “Still insisting there’s nothing wrong with her.”


  “And the moving out?”


  “Changes the subject every time. Don’t worry. Like it or not, we’ll be moving.”


  Guilt washed through her again. “I mean, as long as there’s not anything medically wrong with her.”


  Her father placed his hands on her shoulders. “If there is, while I appreciate you wanting to help, depending on what it is, one of those retirement communities will be the best choice. People trained to deal with medical issues in people our ages. We’ll wait and see. She might need nothing more than a swift kick in the ass, for all I know.”


  She returned his smile. “Maybe that’s the best we can hope for.”


  “You have fun tonight, and if your mother calls, ignore it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Thanks for taking care of the dumbass for me,” Garrison joked after their greeting upon Em’s arrival at their apartment.


  She laughed, knowing from the teasing tone in Garrison’s voice that he hadn’t meant it in a mean way. “No problem. Least I could do.” She loved that she felt so at ease around the men.


  “She wasn’t the slightest bit squeamish,” Jarred said. “You should have seen her. She jumped right into action. Magnificent.”


  “Don’t thank me. Thank the Red Cross and their training class.”


  Even though Em had set her phone to vibrate, she almost halfway expected it to start going off at any time. That would be her mom’s usual MO, unless her dad really did keep her on a tight leash tonight.


  Normally, Em was used to ignoring up to several calls a night from her mom when she went out with friends.


  Not that she did that very much lately.


  Em cut off that line of thought. “Can I help with anything?”


  “Nope,” Jarred assured her, leading her to the living room and getting her seated on the couch. “You’re our guest. What can I get for you to drink? Soda? Iced tea? Beer? Wine?”


  “Just tea, please. Thanks.”


  “Sugar?”


  “No, that’s okay.”


  His smile broadened. “Coming right up.”


  “I feel guilty that you’re injured and taking care of me,” she called after him. “Shouldn’t you be keeping off that for now?”


  “Nah, it’s fine. It’ll be sore in the morning, but I’ll get used to it.”


  She thought back to his comment earlier that day. “A masochist, huh?”


  His grin lit up his face. “You have no idea.”


  She opted to leave it at that and settled back against the couch. Their apartment was neat, tidy, homey as much as it could be, she supposed. Bookshelves on one wall of the living room were filled floor-to-ceiling with not just books, but also DVDs and even pictures.


  Including several of the men flanking a woman. They looked happy together, the men staring at her as if she were the center of their universe.


  As if both of them were in love with her.


  Then, as Em’s gaze travelled a little farther, it fell upon what was most likely an urn occupying one shelf. Surrounding it were several pictures, of the woman alone, and of her with the two men.


  “Here you go.” Jarred had her glass in his hand.


  “Thank you.” Whatever was cooking smelled delicious. “Do you have a lot of friends over?”


  “Not lately, no. Not as much as we probably should. Once we’re moved into the house, we hope to start entertaining again like we used to.” He reached out and touched her shoulder. “You’re invited, obviously.” His smile widened.


  “Thanks. Like I warned you, you might regret that invite if I can’t get rid of my parents. You’ll be sick of me hiding out at your place.”


  “Not a chance,” Garrison called out from the kitchen, where he could easily hear their conversation. “You’re always welcome.”


  He emerged with a large pot in his hands, which he set on a hot pad in the middle of the table. “I hope you brought your appetite.” He’d also set out a large bowl of salad and she smelled garlic bread being toasted.


  “I’m not used to being waited on like this. You sure I can’t pitch in and do something? Help out?”


  “Absolutely not,” Jarred said. “You’re our guest. Let us serve you tonight.”


  It almost seemed like Garrison shot Jarred an…odd look, but it disappeared as fast as it had flashed across his face. He returned to the kitchen, and then she wasn’t even sure she’d seen it in the first place.


  “Dinner’s on.” Garrison returned with a tray of garlic bread fresh from under the broiler in the oven.


  Jarred held her chair for her and she couldn’t fight the blush in her cheeks. “I feel pampered. Thank you. This was very sweet of you. You didn’t have to go through all this trouble for me.”


  Hell, they’d set formal place settings and even used a table cloth. At home, fancy was if they used regular silverware with the paper plates and didn’t eat sitting on the couch.


  “No trouble at all,” Garrison assured her. “It’s…it’s been a while since we’ve felt like entertaining. This gives us a good excuse to get back into it.”


  When he and Jarred were both seated at the table, Garrison held up his glass of tea. “Thank you for joining us tonight, Em. To new friends.”


  She smiled, holding up her tea. “To new friends.” She clinked glasses with them.


  “Hear, hear,” Jarred said.


  


  * * * *


  


  As dinner progressed, Garrison knew exactly what Jarred was up to with the kinds of small talk he was trying to make. This wasn’t simply a “thank you” dinner for Em helping him out earlier.


  It was a “let’s test the water” kind of dinner.


  “Feel free to tell me to mind my own business,” she eventually said, “but you guys aren’t married to each other, but you’re a couple?”


  “Jarred’s legally widowed,” Garrison said. “Technically, so am I.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry!” She looked down at her plate for a moment. “There I go putting my foot in it again. I just assumed you two were together as a couple. I mean, that’s not a problem for me. Mitchell and Brent are married, and they’re my bosses and my best friends.”


  “We are a couple,” Garrison said. Their situation was no secret amongst their closest friends, the ones who’d be stopping by for dinner or to hang out once they were moved.


  Em might as well know the truth now. Because eventually, it would come out, and better for her to be wigged out by it now rather than later. Besides, it was obvious Jarred would do his damnedest to make friends with Em, so she might as well know about them.


  Em looked confused, and rightfully so. “I’m not sure I’m tracking.”


  Jarred started to speak but Garrison shot him a be quiet look. “How open minded are you?”


  “Um, I was best man at Mitchell and Brent’s wedding when gay marriage became legal, if that’s what you mean. Why?”


  “Okay, that’s good. Are you familiar with non-monogamy at all?”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “Like what, exactly?”


  “Plural relationships.”


  She glanced over at Jarred and then back to him. “I have friends who apparently have a three-way relationship going, a woman who does some graphic work for our company. But I haven’t asked them any nosy questions about it. They’re all adults.”


  “Okay, good. That’s what we had with Janis. We were both her slaves, and we were both in love with her. She was in love with us. We all lived together and were in a poly triad.”


  He could see her digesting at as she blinked in surprise. “Slaves?”


  “Real-life slaves,” Garrison said. “And no, it’s not like the porn you see on the Internet. At least, not what the three of us had. She had to be very discreet because of her job, so most of what we did was either at home or private parties.”


  “Is that the woman in the pictures in the living room?” she quietly asked.


  He nodded. “And her urn. The only reason we’re being this open with you, this honest, is because our group of friends mostly have some sort of non-traditional lifestyle. We’re not going to be parading around naked in the yard or anything. But if you hang around with our group for any length of time, you’re liable to hear or see things that are not vanilla. We’d rather warn you now, to let you know that, so that you’re prepared.”


  “Oookay?” It was more a question, not a dismissal.


  “We understand if that’s not your thing, or if that makes you uncomfortable. I’d rather we’re honest with you up front. That way, if you’re not cool with it, no worries. But we don’t want to hurt your feelings if we don’t invite you over when we invite friends who aren’t vanilla over. Also, so if your mom’s home and decides she wants to come knock on our front door to borrow a cup of sugar, you can head her off at the pass. See what I mean?”


  “Yeah.” She seemed to be mulling it over. He ignored Jarred’s nervous stare from the other side of the table. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to leave you hanging. It doesn’t shock me, but thanks for the warning.” She chuckled. “I’ve been to a couple of adult parties that Mitchell and Brent have thrown. Sometimes it’s just fun to sit back and people watch, you know?”


  “Exactly. Thank you for being so understanding.”


  “Did your families know about the three of you being together?”


  “Janis was estranged from her parents. They divorced when she was a kid, and once she left home she really didn’t have much to do with either of them. But Jarred’s parents and mine, they knew the three of us were an item. Not all the details. They used to tease us that Janis ruled the roost. They just didn’t know how accurate they were.”


  She winced. “I swear I wasn’t born in a barn, and I actually do have manners. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry for your loss. Both of you.”


  “It was thirteen months ago,” Garrison said. “We’re trying to move on, and Jarred inheriting his uncle’s house seems to be a way to finally start doing just that. Did you want more pasta?”


  “No, thank you. I’m stuffed. That was absolutely wonderful, thank you.”


  “Then let’s move out to the living room and talk some more, if you’d like.”


  “Can I help with the dishes?”


  “Nope,” Jarred said, speaking before Garrison could. “This has been our pleasure.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they were all settled in the living room again, Em couldn’t help but glance at the urn and the pictures. The woman had been dark blonde with high- and lowlights in her hair, on the thin side, shorter than Jarred by several inches.


  “How did she die? If you don’t mind me asking?”


  “Kidney disease that led to renal failure,” Jarred said. “She was on the waiting list for a transplant, but they couldn’t find one in time. It all happened in about six months from when she was first diagnosed.”


  “So she was your wife?”


  “She had me marry her because of her benefits. She had a life insurance policy and retirement stuff through work. She married me so that we wouldn’t lose it when she died. Well, that was one of the reasons. She wanted us to be able to make decisions for her, legally. She knew we’d be on the same page.”


  She noticed how he twisted the wedding band around his finger as he talked, an unconscious gesture, probably.


  “What did she do?”


  “She was a public information officer for the Sarasota Police Department,” Garrison said with a smirk. “Hence why we had to be discreet about certain aspects of our life.”


  “How did you explain your relationship, though?”


  “The three of us had already moved in together,” Jarred said. “We’d been living together seven years at that point, when we got married. The vanilla friends thought we were three good friends who were roomies. Or maybe that Garrison and I were gay and she was our mutual beard. They never asked. Our other friends, and our families, they knew the truth. Most of the people we hung with were kinky friends, though.”


  “Long story short,” Garrison said, “Jarred and I started going to the Suncoast Society munch dinners about the same time. We became friends and got invited to a private party. That’s where we met Janis. She started playing with us, and we started hanging out together, the three of us. We’d go over to her place after work and clean for her, or cook for her, or to play, or do whatever. And then she admitted to us that she wanted to do more with us.”


  “More?”


  “Sex,” Jarred said. “Which, believe me, we were okay with. No, she wasn’t a pro-Domme, either.”


  Garrison arched an eyebrow at him. “But she also told us we’d have to be okay with it being all three of us, just the three of us. So that left me and Jarred to make an interesting choice.”


  “Interesting…how?”


  Jarred smiled. “I’m bisexual. Garrison isn’t. Wasn’t.”


  Em returned her focus to Garrison, who smiled. “One of the things I loved about Janis was how wickedly persuasive she could be without me even realizing it at the time.”


  Em sensed the guys weren’t hitting on her. Not exactly. Maybe it was the fact that it’d been several years since she’d last been laid, but this discussion was turning her on in a way she hadn’t thought about before.


  Which she felt guilty about, because they were discussing their dead love, a woman they’d obviously been devoted to.


  I’m horrible.


  “Then the three of us were living together, and sharing the same bed and…” Garrison’s smile faded. “We loved her. She formally collared us in front of our friends, we called her Mistress, when we weren’t around vanilla friends and family, of course. And we took care of her until the day she died.”


  “She also worried about us being able to be with her for her medical care,” Jarred said. “She was adamant that she didn’t want anyone in her family trying to take over her care. I married her because my health benefits were a bit better than his. In case we needed to try to tap into those. We never thought we’d lose her. We expected a miracle. I knew she hadn’t been feeling good for a while, several months, at least.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” Garrison said.


  “If I’d demanded she go get a checkup, they might have caught it sooner.” Jarred stared at his lap.


  Garrison let out a sad sigh and returned his focus to her. “He blames himself.”


  Em thought about her mom. “When someone’s an adult, they’re responsible for their actions. Don’t take the blame when it’s not yours to take.”


  “But it was my job to take care of her. No, I’m not a doctor, but my gut kept telling me something was wrong, months before we caught it. I should have put my foot down and made her an appointment and took her myself.”


  This whole conversation felt surreal. It’d gone from sexy to sad in the blink of an eye. “I’m sure she wouldn’t blame you.”


  “She never did,” Garrison said, glancing at Jarred. “She flat-out told him that.”


  Jarred shrugged and stared into his glass of iced tea. The silence fell and Em finally had to break it.


  “So you guys stayed together? I think that’s sweet.”


  “We love each other. We take care of each other. She made us promise to get married after she was gone. To stay together.”


  “Then why didn’t you get married?”


  Jarred looked up, smirked, and pointed at Garrison. “Ask him. Not like I haven’t asked him several times.”


  From the way Garrison playfully rolled his eyes, Em knew this was a topic they’d hashed and rehashed. “Because probate of her estate took a while. I didn’t want us to do anything to screw that up. Plus we were both trying to grieve and move forward and we needed to get settled into our new normal without her. I was thinking about planning it when Jarred’s uncle died and we found out he inherited the house. I want to make sure all our legal stuff is proper first. We have powers of attorney for each other, and joint bank accounts. I’m not worried.”


  He directed that last sentence to Jarred.


  Jarred hooked a thumb at his partner. “We’re both switchy, if you couldn’t tell. I think he likes ordering me around a little too much sometimes.”


  “So says the guy who had me scrubbing all the baseboards a couple of weekends ago,” Garrison playfully shot back.


  “When you said you were a masochist earlier today, you really meant it,” she noted.


  Garrison sent him a glare, but Jarred shrugged it off. “I was in a lot of freaking pain,” he said. “I’m not responsible for whatever I said.” He offered her a grin. “Unless it was really nice. Then I meant every word.”


  Garrison picked up the narrative thread again. “So we sort of take turns taking care of each other. We’d played with a few other Dommes before we fell for Janis, but right now no one’s available we…trust or feel a connection with.”


  “Vanilla dating really isn’t our thing,” Jarred added.


  “I guess,” she muttered before realizing it sounded completely different—and far worse—than she’d meant it. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “Circling back around again,” Garrison said, “we’re not trying to make you uncomfortable. We just don’t want you to be shocked later on, or feel like we were hiding stuff from you.”


  “No, I get it. Thank you. I mean, what you do in your bedroom isn’t any of my business.”


  Jarred touched Garrison’s arm. “You know, you said Tony said we could bring a plus-one on Sunday night.”


  The men exchanged a long glance, obviously full of meaning to them.


  “I’ll verify it with Tony,” Garrison said, “but I’m sure it’ll be okay. Ask her. You brought it up.”


  Jarred was practically vibrating in place as he turned to look at her. “Are you busy Sunday evening?”


  “No, why?”


  “Want to come to a dinner party? Just dinner. Nothing kinky. Jeans, shorts, casual. At a friend’s house.”


  He sounded so hopeful, even if she had been busy she would have cancelled her plans so she could tell him yes.


  “Sure,” she said. “It’ll get me away from my mom.”


  A handsome, playful smirk curved Garrison’s lips. “Don’t be shocked if some of our friends try to play matchmaker with you, though. They’ve sort of got a pretty good track record.”


  She let out a snort. “Frankly? If they can find a guy who’ll put up with my mother? I might be willing to let them.” She opted to try to lighten the conversational tone a little. “She told one guy I brought home that he needed to wax his back.”


  “No!” the men gasped.


  “Yeah. I wish I was making that up.”


  “Did he need to?” Jarred asked while Garrison playfully swatted at him. “What? It’s a valid question.”


  “No, he didn’t need to wax his back.”


  Jarred stuck his tongue out at Garrison. “See? That makes it even worse, what her mom did.”


  “I’m halfway tempted to ask you guys to play my boyfriends just to freak my mom out. Maybe it’d make her want to move out voluntarily. Or at least regret sticking her nose into my business.”


  The men exchanged a glance and nodded before turning back to her. “Sure,” they said.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Em drove home, deep in thought. Their conversational meanderings had gone far afield of the usual friendly chit-chat one expected at a first-time dinner with new friends.


  While her initial joke about having the men pose as her boyfriends had seemed like a bad TV sitcom idea at first, the more she thought about it, the better she liked it.


  Why the hell not?


  If she wasn’t getting any real sex while her mother was living under her roof, at least she could exact a little retribution for the potential romances her mom had already helped nuke from orbit.


  On the other hand, Em hoped she’d get home and find her mom was still actually alive. The fact that her mom hadn’t called even once meant either her father had physically restrained her from calling, or she might have dropped dead.


  Em pulled into her driveway and shut the car off, sitting there for a moment to gather her thoughts. No, once she’d gotten past the initial surprise of the men’s revelation, she hadn’t even been shocked about it. Between her extensive Kindle library, and her real-life friends and acquaintances with non-traditional relationships, it wasn’t like it was a big deal. As long as everyone was an adult, who cared?


  Lucky woman. Garrison and Jarred seemed like super-sweet guys. They’d obviously loved Janis very much. To have not one but two hunky guys devoted to her? Janis had been very blessed, indeed.


  Operation Freak Mom Out would begin from the next time Em saw the guys. Frankly, she was looking forward to spending more time with them. They were nice guys, had great senses of humor, and with similar tastes in movies and books as she had.


  Being friends with them wouldn’t be a hardship. Especially if their future time together would be a fraction as fun and relaxing as tonight had been. It was difficult not to feel guilty that they wouldn’t even let her help with the dishes, despite their assurances that it was kind of the whole point.


  She’d never really thought about it before but had always assumed “submissive” guys were just wimpy momma’s boys who wanted to be bossed around. The last adjective she’d use to describe either of the guys was wimpy. They were definitely Alphas as well.


  Didn’t a lot of women bitch that they wanted a guy who’d do what she said?


  Well, here were two guys who wanted to do just that for the same woman.


  How is this a bad thing?


  It wasn’t, that she could see.


  Then again, that was putting the cart before the horse. For now they were friends who were going to play at being in a relationship. Who knew if the guys would even want to pursue a real relationship with her?


  Still, she’d never turn down a chance to make new friends.


  Especially two hunks who would be living next door to her.


  Okay, moving out and leaving Mom and Dad the house is looking to be a bad idea.


  Why should she have to move, anyway? It was her freaking house.


  I hope Dad comes through like he said he would.


  When she finally went inside, she’d honestly expected to find her mom sitting on the couch and waiting to pounce and question her, but no, nothing.


  She quietly made her way to the master bedroom and locked herself in, relieved that she wouldn’t have to verbally joust with her mom.


  What she wanted to do was engage in some fantasies—really naughty ones—about having two hunky guys all to herself and not having to choose between them.


  


  * * * *


  


  “So, what do you think?” Jarred asked as they cleared the table.


  “She didn’t run away screaming,” Garrison joked.


  “I’m serious.”


  “So am I.” He turned to Jarred. “Remember, we’re not going to overwhelm her.”


  “I really like her.”


  “I do, too. Let’s take it slow. She might decide she doesn’t want anything to do with BDSM or being a Dominant.”


  “She asked us to pretend to be her boyfriends.”


  “Yeah, in a halfway joking way, and to mess with her mom’s mind. I get it. But that’s not a lifetime commitment.” Garrison started rinsing the plates before putting them in the dishwasher. “I don’t want you getting your hopes up.”


  “What about you?”


  “I don’t want to get my hopes up, either. That’s not a one-way warning.” He turned to Jarred again. “Let’s see how Sunday night goes. Janis was already kinky when we met her. She already knew what she wanted. We have to teach Em the way Janis taught us. Let her decide what’s right for her.”


  “Now I want to get the house done super fast and get moved in.”


  “Again, that’s not healthy. We have a lot of stuff to do. What about the kitchen?”


  “I could live with it the way it is. Just a new fridge and stove.”


  Garrison crossed his arms over his chest and looked down his nose at Jarred.


  “What?”


  “You know what, Jare,” he said, returning his focus to the dishes. “Stick to the plan. It’ll be easier to deal with a kitchen reno if we’re living here, with a functional kitchen, versus living there and trying to wash dishes in the bathtub.”


  “Fine,” Jarred grumbled.


  


  * * * *


  


  Em left her house early the next morning. Her father had already been awake with her mom, and he interceded when her mom tried to play interrogators and spies over toasted bagels in the kitchen.


  Thank goodness it was Friday, and this weekend, Em didn’t have to work.


  But as she drove to work, she realized that might not be a good thing. It meant nothing to do to keep her away from her mom for two whole days.


  Dammit, I hate feeling like this about her.


  When she arrived at work, she wasn’t in her office more than a minute before Mitchell followed her in and closed the door behind him. When she looked up, he wore a catbird grin.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “Well, what?”


  “Dinner last night with the cuties. How’d it go?”


  She leaned back in her chair. “Okay, for starters, how do you even know they’re cute?”


  “Because you said so.” He plopped down into a chair in front of her desk. He was fifty-eight but acted and appeared more than ten years younger. “I trust your judgment about men, honey.” He waggled his fingers at her. “Make with the deets. Are they good cooks? Good housekeepers?” He arched an eyebrow. “Good in bed?”


  “Okay, stop. I didn’t sleep with them. Although don’t be surprised if you see them playing my boyfriends.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  She explained it and he laughed. “Okay, driving your mom into a heart attack or stroke is admittedly a devious way to get her out of the house, but I can’t say as I blame you since I’ve met the woman.”


  “I’m a horrible daughter.”


  “No, sweetie, you’re too kind for your own good, is what you are. If you were a horrible daughter, you would have turned the moving truck around and made them sleep at a Holiday Inn until they found another place to live. You wouldn’t have been hiding in your bedroom and in tears on the phone to me, while I was asking to come over there and run them off for you.”


  “I should have let you.”


  “Damn right, you should have. I begged you, if you’ll recall.”


  “I know.”


  “So they’re subby boys. I think that’s adorable. You need a little TLC in your personal life, sugar.” He pointed a finger at her. “When do I get to meet them, is the question. You know if Brent and I don’t sign off on them, nothing else needs to happen.”


  “Follow me home after work so I can drop my car off, and you and Brent and I can grab dinner. I’ll ride with you. If they’re next door, I’ll introduce you then.”


  “Direct. I like it.”


  “And a chance to get me out of the house again.”


  “You shouldn’t be running away from your own home.”


  “Tell me about it. I feel like I’m running away from my whole life.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Em’s dad called her at lunch, Em hesitated before finally taking the call. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”


  “Add me to your mom’s shit list.” He let out a chuckle. “But I think I found a couple of good places for us today.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. She hated them, of course, but that’s not the point. She’s going to hate anything that she hasn’t decided on herself. And if I leave it up to her, she won’t decide, so she’ll just have to deal with it.”


  “Any more threats from her?”


  “No. Blessed silence, glares, and at one stop she refused to get out of the car, so I told her fine, she could sit there without the keys, in the heat and no radio, until I finished looking around. That got her moving.”


  “No kidding?”


  “I’m done playing around. I’ve let her strong-arm me for our entire marriage. It’s time for her to see what it feels like for a change.” He let out a sad sounding sigh. “Sorry it took this for me to finally find my balls, sweetheart.”


  That made her feel…worse.


  A lot worse. “Dad, look, I don’t want you two getting divorced over this.”


  “We won’t. Well, if we do, it won’t be over this. It’ll be over her being stubborn and not seeing reason. Between you and me, I have a feeling the doctor is going to be sitting us down for a talk when we get done with all the testing.”


  “Why?”


  “Just a suspicion. I called him and talked to him this morning for a few minutes, and told him everything that we’ve been going through without her sitting right there and interrupting and trying to put her spin on things. He said this is very common, for the patient to not see their problems. Or, they do see their problems, and for obvious reasons try to minimize them to their doctor because they don’t want the diagnosis. He’s on board with us trying to get an answer so we can get the right treatment sooner.”


  “Wait, where is she right now?”


  “I dropped her at a friend’s house on the way home. They’re supposed to go shopping and she’ll bring her home later.”


  “Oh, I’m not going to be home for dinner. I’m going to drop my car and ride with Mitchell and Brent.”


  “That’s fine. Say hi to them for me, if I don’t see them. I was planning on taking her out for dinner tonight anyway.”


  “After being with her all day?”


  “I figured neutral ground might be safest. I’ll take her someplace she likes and go over notes from today.”


  “That’s sneaky.”


  “I’ve learned a few tricks from her over the years. This will happen, one way or another.”


  “Thanks, Dad. I love you.”


  “Love you, too, sweetie. Have a good day.”


  She stared at her phone after ending the call. Yes, growing up she’d frequently bumped heads with her mom, hadn’t always seen eye to eye with her, but she’d felt loved, if not a little smothered.


  Her mom had been the first to volunteer at their schools, Scouting, sports—whatever they did, she was there and involved.


  Em hadn’t planned on getting married and moving out, but after one fight too many, her boyfriend at the time had proposed, suggesting they move out while he went to school, and she’d stupidly said yes.


  At first, the freedom had been blissful. Ronnie was a nice guy and had a full scholarship to Ringling. Their apartment had been small, and she’d worked part-time jobs to make ends meet for them. Her going to school hadn’t been in the budget, but he was going to help her get through at least community college after he graduated.


  But then by the time he’d graduated, Em realized she wasn’t really in love with Ronnie. They’d married too young, sure. He wasn’t a bad guy. But as the fights grew more frequent, their time in bed together less frequent, and she found herself a job working for Mitchell and Brent, Em realized there had to be more in life.


  Mitchell and Brent had offered her a no-interest loan to go to MCC and get a two-year degree, taking classes she could use to help with their business. She’d long ago paid them back, and they’d been loyal to her, treated her well. More than just an employee or a friend, but as family. Like older brothers.


  She’d run into Ronnie at one of their estate sales three or four years ago. He had a wife and two kids, and they’d exchanged a few minutes of uncomfortably cordial small talk before parting ways with a smile and a hug. He’d gained about forty pounds and lost three quarters of his hair, but he seemed relaxed and happy, as did his wife.


  Em was genuinely happy for him, but she’d be lying if she didn’t feel a little bit jealous that he had his happy ending now, and all she had was a rental house, her parents had reversed the empty-nesting trend, and she was married to her job.


  I need more. I want more.


  She was forty-two. It was time to quit bouncing around and letting life push and shove her.


  Maybe “pretending” to be the girlfriend of two cute guys could lead to more than just elevating her mom’s blood pressure.


  She sure as hell wouldn’t mind if it did.


  


  * * * *


  


  Her parents were gone, and there were two cars, one of them Jarred’s, parked next door, when Mitchell and Brent showed up to pick Em up shortly after she arrived home.


  Brent looked over at the house next door. “Well? Ready for us to put them through the wringer?”


  He was shorter than Mitchell by about three inches, broad-shouldered and burly. At sixty-four, he still looked a lot like the Marine he’d spent twenty years being.


  She hooked arms with them and headed next door. “Please, be gentle with them, guys. They’re very sweet.”


  “We make no promises,” Mitchell teased. “You know that. They have to be good enough for our girl.”


  The front door was open, but the screen door was closed. “Hello?” she called out.


  Jarred’s head appeared from around the corner. “Hey! Come on in.”


  “I’m going out to dinner with Mitchell and Brent and wanted to bring them by to introduce you. And I thought they could take a look at that stuff and make sure I wasn’t off-target with my appraisals.”


  Jarred walked over and shook with them, Garrison joining them for the introductions. “No more self-inflicted carpet injuries, I hope?” she asked.


  Jarred, who wore jeans today, shook his head. “I’ve been good. I swear. I got the master bath cleaned out and cleaned up, emptied the stuff out of the master bedroom, and now I’m tackling one of the guest rooms.”


  “Oh, hey, new fridge,” she noted. The stainless steel fridge sat in the middle of the dining room, on a bare section of concrete, and was plugged into a wall outlet there.


  Garrison turned. “Yeah, stove is out in the garage for now. That’ll be my project this weekend, going through all of that while he gets to work.”


  “I don’t mind coming over and helping.”


  “That’d be greatly appreciated, thank you.”


  They chatted for a few minutes, the men showing Brent and Mitchell the items in question and a few more that Jarred had discovered that day. Mitchell and Brent agreed with Em’s initial assessment, that they’d be safe to get rid of it, if they wanted, without worrying about giving away something valuable.


  After another few minutes of talking, they said good-bye and headed back to where Brent and Mitchell had parked in the driveway behind Em’s car.


  “I like them,” Mitchell said as he opened the back door for her. “They seem nice.”


  “Me, too,” Brent said. “And you know I’m a harder sell than he is.”


  “What do they do for a living?” Mitchell asked again.


  “Jarred is a CNA, and Garrison teaches history at the community college.”


  “They’re gainfully employed,” Brent said. “Another plus. Anything you need from us to put your evil plan together?” He cast a glance back over the seat at her and she spotted his playful smile.


  “Might need a little backup in terms of the story. I’ll let you know.”


  “What if your dad gets your mom moved out in the next couple of weeks?” Mitchell asked. “You going to give up your imaginary boyfriends?”


  “I guess that depends on them.”


  “What are you hoping?” Brent asked.


  She didn’t want to think about that. “I plead the fifth.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Em’s side bedroom window looked out on Jarred and Garrison’s house next door. So she saw when Garrison arrived a little after seven thirty that morning.


  Unlike her usual Saturday routine of sleeping in as late as her mom would let her before she started banging around out in the house in a passive-aggressive way of waking Em up, Em was out of bed and dressed and ready.


  She’d even sneaked out to the kitchen, got her coffee, and retreated to her bedroom before her mom had emerged. That had given Em time to check her e-mail in peace before she re-emerged to grab some food.


  Em was toasting a bagel when her mom appeared in the kitchen. “I didn’t think you had to work today.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Then why are you up so early?”


  “I’m going next door to help Garrison.”


  Her mom frowned. “Why?”


  “Because I want to. Why?” Em stared at her phone, scrolling through a few new e-mails and deliberately trying not to let her mom drag her into this battle.


  She could sense the tension building in her mother. “But…why?”


  Em finally looked at her. “Why what?”


  “You don’t even know them.”


  “I sure do. I was at their place for dinner. They’re very nice guys. Why?”


  “But…how long will you be over there?”


  “I don’t know. Why?”


  This was something Brent had suggested. Instead of fighting her mom, let her keep asking questions, but come back with, “Why?”


  It would force her mom to formulate answers to wanting the knowledge, or make her back off.


  Either way might be a win, in Em’s book. If her mom couldn’t adequately answer the question and was finally forced to examine her behavior, it was a win.


  If her mom backed off, it was still a win.


  Her father arrived. “Oh, good. There you are, Francis. Don’t forget we’re going to go look at six places today.”


  “I told you, I don’t want to. I’m not going.”


  “If I have to drag you out to the car in your bathrobe, you are going. We’ve talked about this.”


  Em watched as her mother’s ire shifted and homed in on her father. She jabbed a finger at him. “I told you, we’re not moving!”


  “And I told you, we are, because when I move, your stuff is coming, too. So either you sleep on the front porch, or you come with me. I’m not leaving your stuff here. We are done imposing on our daughter.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  “Watch me. Now, are you going with me dressed like that, or are you going to get dressed? Because once we’re done looking at places, we’re going to go to lunch and then to Mote Marine. Don’t think I won’t parade you around in your nightgown, because I will.”


  Em quietly observed the exchange. Finally, in a huff, her mom stormed out of the kitchen.


  Predictably, her parents’ bedroom door slammed shut a moment later.


  Em held her hand up for a high-five from her father and he gave her one.


  “Have fun next door, honey,” he said.


  “You heard that?”


  “Yep, and can’t say as I blame you. If it wasn’t for this with your mom, I’d be there offering to help. I want to pick out a new place while I still have momentum and the upper hand.”


  “What if she refuses to do this?”


  He smiled. “I talked to a lawyer yesterday while she was with her friend,” he said, dropping his voice. “The money from the sale of the house went into a joint account. We paid capital gains taxes as a couple. It’s now joint equity since it’s been a couple of years. If I write a check for our new place out of that account, she really can’t stop me. Especially if it’s for a joint purchase.”


  “Really?”


  “I’m done playing games.”


  She hugged him. “I hope this works.”


  “You and me both, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison would have been lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to seeing Em again. He hadn’t gotten to spend as much time with her as Jarred, but just from dinner the other night, he was…intrigued.


  Definitely too early to declare undying love, obviously. But she had a funny sense of humor, she was open-minded, and they had a lot in common.


  Even better, she’d made Jarred smile in a way Garrison had slowly been coming to think he’d never see on his partner’s face again.


  Hell, he felt like smiling again.


  That was a frigging miracle.


  He did want to get the rest of the carpet pulled up this weekend, though. Jarred might think he was invincible—a thigh full of staples and stitches notwithstanding—but Garrison knew the truth. The guy would work himself to death if Garrison didn’t keep an eye on him.


  It was a coping mechanism he knew all too well. Unfortunately, his job didn’t allow him to get out of his head the way Jarred’s did. Jarred might have reminders of Janis around because of the medical situation, but he could focus on his patients.


  Sure, teaching a class about the Civil War or about Revolutionary War battles allowed him a brief distraction, but sitting there in his office and trying to grade papers was another matter entirely.


  Not exactly an easy thing to muster, keeping his mind focused on the task at hand and not on the gaping loss in his heart and soul. Or his worry about Jarred and how he wasn’t processing their loss well at all.


  Especially when the man took Janis’ death so personally even after Janis herself had told him not to. The doctors, the patient—everyone, even Tilly, had tried to redirect his thinking.


  Unfortunately, guilt had entrenched itself deep inside him and wouldn’t let go. Isolating themselves from their friends had been a mistake, and Garrison knew it, but his first loyalty was to his partner. He’d hoped to draw Jarred out before now.


  Maybe Em was the medicine they both needed, even if only as friends.


  He’d already managed to get a few more strips of carpet and padding pulled up from the living room when he heard a knock on the screen door.


  He sat up and waved Em in. She wore shorts, sneakers, and a tank top, and had her hair pulled back in a short ponytail. As she walked over, he looked up at her and wondered what it’d feel like to have her hand running through his hair.


  His cock thought that was a magnificent idea.


  Down, boy. “Hey.”


  She smiled, her blue eyes pulling him in. “Hey. So, put me to work. What can I do to help?”


  He knew asking her to just sit there and watch him work wasn’t in the cards. She wouldn’t get it, and frankly, the sooner they got the house in order and ready to move in, the sooner they’d be living next door to her and be able to spend time with her.


  “I bought a bunch of empty boxes and packing tape and stuff. If you wanted to start emptying the kitchen cabinets, that’d be great.”


  “No problem. Anything you want to look at in particular?”


  “If you see anything that might be old or worth something, sure. But Jarred’s going to want to get the cabinets ripped out next week so we can plan the new kitchen.”


  He’d almost finished pulling up the carpet and padding and tack strips in the living room by the time she’d finished doing that, and had stacked everything in a neat pile of boxes in the corner of the dining room. She helped him finish removing the carpet and padding in the living room and hallway, and then they got started on one of the guest bedrooms, moving the furniture around until they had that room finished, too.


  “Lunch?” she asked. “My treat.”


  “Um, no, my treat,” he insisted. “You’re the one over here helping me.”


  “Yeah, but it’s kind of a vacation for me.” She offered him a smile he wished he could freeze and save forever. “This is fun.”


  “I don’t think you know what that word means. Go lock your house and let’s go. Seriously, I’m buying.”


  “Okay.” She returned a few minutes later with her purse.


  He managed to beat her to his car and held the passenger door open for her, which she met with a grin.


  “Why, thank you, sir.”


  “You’re very welcome, ma’am.” He closed the door once she was inside, a wistful pang twisting his heart.


  If only.


  


  * * * *


  


  Em had kept her phone set to vibrate all morning, but nothing from her mom, which wasn’t surprising. Despite her mom having a cell phone, she steadfastly refused to use it.


  Which, in some cases, was a blessing.


  Em checked in with her dad a couple of times via text to make sure he was okay, and that her mom hadn’t ditched him and left him standing on the side of a road somewhere.


  Garrison drove them to a small sandwich shop Em had never eaten at before, even though she passed it several times a week. Once they had their food and were seated at a table, Garrison offered her a smile that threatened to dampen her panties.


  “So did we pass inspection with your friends last night?”


  “Was it that obvious?”


  “We thought it was sweet. It’s good to have friends who have your back like that.”


  “They seemed to like you guys.”


  “Did you tell them about the plan?”


  “It appealed to their devious sides. They offered help and to give us alibis, if required.”


  “They are good friends.”


  “They’ve been there for me for…well, over twenty years now. They treat me like family. I’m not just an employee. They encouraged me to go to school, loaned me money so I could do it, took a chance on me. They had faith in me when I didn’t have much in myself. Especially after my divorce.”


  “How’d your mother take that?”


  “After the ‘see I told you sos’ were said? That pretty much sums it up. She assumed I’d be moving back in with them and had started planning my life for me.”


  “Wow.”


  “I’m torn between making sure that doesn’t sound horrible on her part or mine. I get it. She loves me and my brother and sister. I butted heads with her a lot. I think she and I are a lot alike in some ways, and not the good ways.”


  “What’d you do after your divorce?”


  “I moved into a friend’s place for a few months to save up money. They needed a roommate, and I needed a place to live. Then I got a tiny studio apartment and lived there for a couple of years while I went to school, until after I got Mitchell and Brent paid back. Then on to a larger apartment until I rented the house.”


  “Why didn’t you buy a house, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “I did the math. Between insurance and taxes and upkeep and all of that, for now it was better for me to rent. I’ve been stashing money in my retirement account this whole time. I mean, yeah, now I could buy a house if I wanted. My credit’s fine. But my brother and sister and their spouses are struggling to ‘live the dream.’”


  She looked down at her food for a moment. “She’s got two kids, he’s got one. I love my nieces and nephew. I really do. But when I talk to Amy and Don, they’re borderline struggling. They do a fantastic job hiding it from my parents, but neither of them have anything saved up for retirement. My brother is a little better off than my sister, but they’re both only a couple of paychecks away from financial disaster. Every extra cent they have has to go to the kids or to paying bills.”


  “Sounds like you’ve got the soundest head on your shoulders.”


  “I don’t know about that. I devoted myself to working once Ronnie and I divorced. I like what I do, and I love Mitchell and Brent. I enjoy the fact that stuff is always changing around with our job. It’s never boring. Could I have gone to college and gotten a four-year degree doing something and made more money? Maybe. I’m not rich, no. But I have a financial cushion in place that allows me to sleep at night because I have three credit cards I pay off every month, and a car that’s paid for.”


  “So what is your mom’s big problem with all of that?”


  “I really don’t know. My dad retired after working over forty years for a bank. I don’t know if she thinks I’m not living up to my potential or what. It’s not my problem.”


  “So why did you let them move in with you and stay?”


  “I thought it would be just a few weeks. Then there were excuses from my mom. And more excuses. And more. And then I stopped asking and basically went on the defensive because before I knew it, she was all unpacked and it was obvious she didn’t want to leave. It was like there’d been a family meeting without me. Which, of course, it turns out there had been. My mom’s design. Putting notes together with my father and my brother and sister this week, we realized she’d played us all. It’s caught up with her now that Dad and I are refusing to go along with it any longer, and my brother and sister are on our side.”


  “Hypothetically. If something happens and your dad loses the battle to get her moved. Then what?”


  She shrugged. “My nuclear option, I guess. I move out. The lease will be due in a few months. They can deal with it.” She smiled. “All the better reason I don’t own a home. I can walk away from a rental without a look back.”


  “Well, if the nuclear option happens, I’d be happy to talk about you moving in with us.”


  She stared at him, trying to decide if he was serious or not. “You barely know me.”


  “I’m just saying, even if it’s only temporary. Keep us in mind. We’ve got three bedrooms at the house.”


  “I know we’re going to be playing things up for the effect, but I don’t want you to think I’m somewhere I’m not in terms of a relationship.”


  “No, I don’t think that. I’m good with being friends and seeing if it goes anywhere from there.”


  “What about Jarred?”


  “We’re a package deal.”


  “That’s what I mean.” She took another bite of her sandwich. “Shouldn’t you ask him before offering me an open-ended emergency place to stay?”


  “He’s good with it.” She watched as he seemed to need a minute to compose his thoughts, so she didn’t interrupt him.


  “Look, I don’t want to freak you out or put pressure on you. Not my intention at all. But it’s been a rough year for us. Just the fact that Jare wants to get back out and reconnect with our friends is huge. You have no idea how big that is. I have no reservations at all about us keeping whatever this ends up being among the three of us open-ended. Because he’s smiling again.”


  Yeah, she really hadn’t stopped to think about things from their end of it, framed in that way.


  They’d lost the woman they’d loved. They’d been in mourning.


  He wasn’t finished. “Inheriting the house was a chance for a fresh start for us. Honestly? I wasn’t sure if he’d ever want to move because we’d lived at the apartment with her. I think he’s turned a corner. I think I have, too. I’m always going to love her and miss her, but she literally told us she didn’t want us to spend the rest of our lives moping around and missing her. That she hoped we’d heal and get back out there and find someone else.”


  His gaze dropped again. “As much as losing her sucked, we didn’t leave anything unsaid. None of the three of us did. I don’t have that regret hanging over my head to beat myself up with for the rest of my life. She knew we loved her, we know she loved us.”


  He looked up again, into her eyes. “I think we’ve finally hit a natural fork in the road that will take us out of our rut and back onto a path among the living. I’m ready, and I think he’s finally ready. So if for that alone, I thank you. That’s not just some bullshit, either.”


  In this light, Garrison’s green eyes looked like a lush forest, fern and emerald greens mixed together.


  “Okay. Thank you for being so honest with me.”


  He shrugged. “Jarred and I learned a long time ago the hard, honest conversations are better and shorter than dicking around with being scared.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Em and Garrison were clearing out the garage early that evening when Jarred stopped by after he got off work. He still wore his hospital scrubs and she noticed his limp.


  “Shouldn’t you go home and rest?”


  “He should, but he won’t,” Garrison teased.


  Jarred stuck his tongue out at him before leaning in for a kiss. “I’m going to go change so I can help.”


  “We were going to knock off for the night here shortly,” Garrison said.


  “Oh, no you don’t, slacker,” Jarred joked. “I want to get moved as soon as possible.”


  “Then let’s go out to dinner,” Garrison suggested. “We’ll treat Em in exchange for letting her mediate the first round of paint chip selection.”


  She laughed. “Mediate?”


  The men turned, nodding. “Mediate,” they said together.


  That’s how, after a record-fast shower on her part, and texting her dad that she was going out to dinner with the guys, she was back over at their house in less than twenty minutes. They didn’t need to go home because they’d brought stuff with them to shower and change there.


  This time, Jarred grabbed the front passenger door and held it for her before taking the back seat himself. They went out for pizza, where she spent more time laughing than she had in a while, except when with Mitchell and Brent. Then, finally, they were standing in front of a paint display at a home improvement store.


  “Maybe we should just let Em pick for us,” Jarred suggested.


  “Oh, no. This is your house. You guys pick. I don’t want you hating me.”


  “We’ll probably fight over it for weeks if we don’t have help,” Garrison said with a smile. “What do you like?”


  She picked up a couple of the sample booklets and looked through them. “Well, after seeing your apartment and what you have in the way of furniture and decor, I’d suggest light. I don’t think either of you are dark walls kind of guys.”


  “See?” Jarred said with a smile. “You’re a natural at this.”


  She put back two of the sample booklets immediately. “I also don’t take you guys for bright and bold in terms of paint. I have a feeling that might get on your nerves.” She laid out two of the booklets, open to pages of living room color schemes. “I’m not going to suggest what you put in your bedroom. But for the living room, I think that suits you. And this one here would look nice in the dining room.”


  She’d picked a light dusty green for the living room, and a pale ocean blue with hints of grey tones for the dining room.


  The men looked at each other and high-fived.


  “You like?” she asked.


  “To be honest,” Garrison said, “those were sort of the colors we were thinking of.” He gave her a smile that melted her. “Nice to see our instincts were right on.”


  Jarred reached over and grabbed several color swatch cards in similar colors. “Now we tape these up on the walls and see what we like the best before we get sample pots.”


  “There’s one more battle to wage,” Garrison said.


  “Huh?” she asked.


  “Ah, yes,” Jarred said. “Flooring.”


  She found herself being led over there. Fortunately, the men already knew the kind of flooring they wanted, but they needed to decide on a finish. After picking a medium bamboo pattern she sort of wished she had in her house, they placed an order for it. Jarred had already done the calculations for how much they’d need.


  “You’ll do that yourself?” she asked.


  “Yep,” Jarred said. “That stuff’s easy. I helped a friend with it in their house. A utility knife and a straight edge are basically all you need.”


  “And a lot of extra blades,” Garrison said.


  “Yeah. And that.”


  “And better aim than you had with the carpet knife, I hope?” she teased.


  “Oh, heh, yeah. Definitely.”


  They parked in front of their house but walked her back to hers. Em saw her parents were home and knew she couldn’t delay her homecoming any longer.


  “Thanks for dinner. I wasn’t expecting that. Or lunch.”


  “Our pleasure.”


  “I’ll come by tomorrow to help you finish the garage,” she told Garrison.


  Yes, not just to escape her own home, but to help them finish the job faster.


  It would mean they’d move in more quickly, and she wouldn’t deny having them as neighbors would be nice.


  “And dinner tomorrow night with our friends,” Jarred said. “We’re still on for that, right?”


  “Right.”


  She gave them both goodnight hugs before heading inside.


  That’s where she took a deep breath when she spotted her mom sitting on the couch and watching TV.


  “I was starting to worry,” her mom said by way of greeting.


  Em refused to lose her temper. She’d had too much fun that night and didn’t want to spoil her mood. “Why?”


  “You know why. Because you didn’t bother to tell me anything about where you were going or what you were doing or who you were with.”


  Em sat in the chair across from the couch, reached over for the TV remote, and shut it off.


  Then she stared her mom in the eyes. “Mom, I love you. But stop fighting us. You need to work with Dad to decide on a new place to live.”


  “What if we paid you more every month?”


  “No,” Em gently said, forcing herself to remain calm. “It’s not about the money.”


  “Then what is it? We didn’t toss you out when you were a kid, any of you. You practically ran away from home despite me telling you marrying Ronnie was a bad idea.”


  Em sensed her mom trying to divert the topic again and refused to let her. “Regardless of what the medical tests show, you and Dad need your own place. You are capable of living on your own. I don’t know why you’re scared to now, but we need to address that.”


  Her mom started to stand.


  “Mom, sit down,” Em said, keeping her voice soft and even.


  Her mom hesitated, finally retaking her seat.


  “Dad said the two of you had made all sorts of plans. That you were going to take trips. Travel. If you have your own place, you can do that.”


  “We can do that living with you.”


  “Please, stop. You are not going to be living with me. Because I love you, and you two need your privacy, just like I need mine.”


  “It’s those two guys next door, isn’t it? They’re moving in and now you want us gone so you can…can—”


  “Three years, Mom,” Em said, refusing to be diverted. “Three years ago you moved yourself in here without asking me if I wanted you living here. Why?”


  Her mom stared at her.


  “Three years ago, what suddenly happened that made you decide you had to live with me? It wasn’t just the new neighbors. You stopped volunteering. You dropped contact with your friends. You hyper-focused on me and Dad. What happened?”


  She heard her parents’ bedroom door open and sensed her father standing in the doorway to the hall, but he didn’t speak.


  “Is it so wrong that I love my daughter and want to live with you?”


  “When you move in under false pretenses and basically lie to everyone to force it to happen before I get a chance to tell you no, that is absolutely wrong. What happened?”


  Her mom tried to stand again, but Em’s father spoke from behind Em. “Sit down, Francis. Answer her question. I want to know, too. I’ve asked you this enough times, and you refuse to answer me. You tell me I’m being silly. Obviously, it’s a valid question.”


  Her mom’s gaze darted from Em to behind Em, likely to her dad, and back to Em again before dropping to where her hands rested in her lap.


  “Laura Egleart,” she finally said.


  “Huh?”


  Behind her, her father let out a sigh. “Oh.”


  Em looked back at him. “You want to enlighten me?”


  He walked in and rounded the coffee table to sit next to his wife. There, he took her hand in his.


  “That was a completely different situation than we have,” he told her. “And we don’t even know what the doctor’s going to say.”


  Her mom didn’t reply.


  “Who is Laura Egleart?” Em asked.


  “She was a friend of ours,” her dad said. “Her husband was about a year or so younger than me, and he died suddenly of a heart attack about a year before all of this started. None of their kids lived down here. They were from New Jersey, and they all lived up north. After the funeral, they all went home, leaving Laura here.”


  He looked at Em. “It turns out that apparently she was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, but they hadn’t told anyone yet. And she didn’t tell anyone. She ended up in an ER one night about six months later, looking like she’d been in a car wreck. She had car keys in her hand, but no ID, couldn’t tell anyone her name, but she was complaining of chest pain and had tried to drive herself there.


  “The sheriff’s office found a wrecked car a couple of blocks away, figured out the keys fit the car, found her purse, all of that. When they sent someone to her house to try to contact family, they found all the lights on, a pot of water and pasta boiling on the stove, and the place was a disaster. They were able to locate a neighbor who knew her and could contact her children. It was amazing she hadn’t killed herself by accident because they figured out she’d been boiling bleach with the pasta.”


  “I put my keys in the fridge one night,” her mom quietly said.


  “Francis, that can happen to anyone. It doesn’t mean anything by itself.”


  “I managed to put my phone in the freezer once, Mom. And that was before I turned forty.”


  “I can’t figure out how to work a cell phone.” She looked up at her husband. “Doug, how many times did you try to teach me, and I still can’t do it?”


  “Again, that doesn’t mean anything,” her father said. “You’ve always been tech-stupid. No offense. We always had to show you how to work the remote control for the cable box.”


  “Mom,” Em said. “This is all the more reason why you and Dad need to move out. Go travel. Go do all those things you talked about doing. Now, before it’s too late. Whether it’s just regular old-age brain farts or something worse, you’re not getting any younger.”


  “What if something happens to him while we’re on a trip together?” she softly asked. “What if I lose my mind then?”


  Now Em got it. Her control-freak mother was scared. “What if you don’t? What if you miss all that fun you two could be having just because you’re scared? Living in fear isn’t going to make things not happen. And, god forbid, if the doctors do tell us something’s wrong, we’ll catch it early, do whatever it takes to make sure you have as good and as long a life as you can. But it’s even more reason for you to get out and enjoy life now.”


  “Besides,” her dad said. “I’m going to have our old vet put one of those chips in you like they do for dogs and cats.”


  Em let out a snort as her mom looked up at him and, finally, for the first time in a long time, she heard her mom laugh.


  He pulled her in for a hug. “He said you did the spatial tests and the memory test in the office just fine. So even if there is something wrong, it could be years before we have serious worries. Or it could be a number of different health issues that are treatable and not Alzheimer’s. Please?”


  “Okay,” she softly said. “I’m scared.”


  Em got up and moved to her mom’s other side on the couch and hugged her. “Feeling scared’s okay. Living scared isn’t.”


  Her father got her mom into their bedroom and Em headed for bed. As she lay there trying to go to sleep and wondering if maybe she was being a little too hasty trying to get her parents out of the house, she thought about the urn sitting on the shelf in Garrison and Jarred’s apartment.


  About a life and love cut short.


  Way too short.


  Maybe I should take my own advice about not living scared.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  After spending most of Sunday helping Garrison clear out the garage, including trading increasingly playful and sexy banter with him, Em parted ways with him so they could both clean up for the party. Garrison was going home to shower so he and Jarred could ride back together to pick her up.


  Em was ready to go early that evening, waiting for the men to arrive. She knew her mom was watching TV in the living room, so she headed to the kitchen to get a few minutes of peace and check her e-mail on her phone.


  Her dad had walked in and looked like he was going to ask her something when her mom followed him into the kitchen.


  “So, where are you going, again?” her mom asked.


  So much for last night’s progress. I knew it was too good to last.


  Em leaned against the counter, arms crossed over her chest, and stared at her mom. Her father had whispered to Em briefly when she’d first arrived home that today her mom had been back to her old behavior, as if last night’s conversation hadn’t happened.


  Em didn’t know if her mom was just being stubborn, or it was a medical issue, but she wasn’t going to play into it.


  “What?” her mom finally asked. “I’m not allowed to even ask you about your life now?”


  “Francis,” her father said. “We talked about this today. I thought we’d agreed last night that you weren’t going to act like this anymore.”


  “I just want to be involved in her life.”


  “She’s already told us where she’s going,” he said, not losing his patience. “What did she tell us? That was just a few hours ago. Or don’t you remember?”


  “Of course I remember.” Em watched her mother shoot her father a dark glare.


  Maybe this is how we have to play it.


  “Then what did she say?” her father repeated.


  “She said she was going out to dinner with friends.”


  “Then why did you ask her again?”


  Em was perfectly fine with silently standing back and letting her dad fight this battle for her.


  “Because she didn’t tell us who she was going out to dinner with.”


  “And she doesn’t have to.”


  “What happened to what we talked about last night?” Em asked, hoping maybe this was just her mom reverting back to bad behavior and not an indication of something deeper afoot. “About not living scared.”


  “But what if something happens to you?” She turned to Em’s father. “How will we even know where to start looking for her?”


  “Do you realize our daughter had a perfect track record of not getting abducted and murdered while going out to dinner with friends before we moved in with her?”


  Go, Dad!


  Before her mom could respond, he pressed forward. “Don’t you understand it’s this kind of constant questioning from you that’s out of line? What has gotten into you? I’ve been watching you the past few days, and believe me, I see exactly what Em’s been talking about.”


  “Meryl—”


  “Oh, for chrissake, Francis!” He stepped forward, making her mom take a step back. “From now on, I’ll be addressing you as Francesca-Annalise.”


  “Don’t you dare! You know I hate that name.”


  “Well, Em has told you countless times that she doesn’t like the name Meryl. Frankly, I don’t blame her. I wanted to name her Jennifer.”


  Okay, this was another new fact Em had never heard before.


  “And I told you that was a stupid name!” her mom said. “Boring! Her great-aunt’s name was Merylicia, and she was married to a rich oilman in Texas.”


  “If I was Jennifer, at least I could have found souvenirs with my name on it,” Em said, glaring at her mom. “Do you know the teasing I suffered in school because of my name while I was growing up? I hated it. I still hate Merylicia.”


  Her mom stared at her as if Em had slapped her, but now that Em was on a roll and had her dad’s support, she wasn’t stopping.


  “It just shows how little respect you have for me if you won’t even honor one simple request to address me the way I wish to be addressed. And growing up with a name like yours and knowing what it felt like to hate your name, and yet you still won’t even budge an inch? Thanks.”


  Em turned and headed out of the kitchen.


  Her mom followed. “Well, at least tell me what time you’re going to be home.”


  Em wheeled around. “Assume I’m going to spend the night with my friends,” she said, barely keeping her voice steady. “Assume I’m not coming home tonight. And then tomorrow morning, I’m calling your doctor and telling him blow-by-blow about this very conversation we’re having as more proof that there is something going on with you. Medical or psychological, I’m not sure what. But it’s. Not. Normal.”


  She caught sight of headlights sweeping across the front of the house as the men pulled in. Em grabbed her purse and headed for the front door.


  “Love you,” she called out.


  Her mom started to say something, but her father cut her off and at that point, Em was already hurrying out the front door and pulling it closed behind her. She raced down to the car before either man could even get out. There, she opened the driver’s side back door and slid inside.


  “Go, go, go!”


  Garrison was behind the wheel. He immediately cranked the engine again, not hesitating or questioning. Jarred, in the front passenger seat, turned to look at her.


  “Problem?”


  “Noooobody expects the Motherly Inquisition,” Em said, making both men laugh.


  “That bad, huh?” Jarred asked.


  “What happened to last night’s progress?” Garrison asked.


  “Apparently she’s backslid today. More proof to me and Dad that she’s got a problem. We finally made her confront it, and she’s upset.”


  “If you’d rather not go tonight—”


  “Oooh, no,” she said. “You don’t get to back out on me like that. You guys promised me a Mom-free night, and I’m taking it.”


  Garrison let out a chuckle. “Did you even tell her it was us you were going out with?”


  “Nope. Didn’t get that far. Just said friends. And FYI, I’m good to be out all night long.”


  “Someone’s a naughty girl,” Jarred teased. “At this rate, she’ll be trying to get you committed to a convent by the end of the week.”


  “Or a looney bin. Or I’ll be trying to get her committed.” She settled back in her seat. “Sorry, guys. Normally, I would have let you come in and say hi to my dad, but she pushed my buttons, the two of us got into it with her, and all I wanted to do was escape.”


  “I think you’ll like our friends,” Jarred said. “They’re nice people.”


  “Am I walking into a sex party or something? Not that I’m judging, because I’m not, I just want to be prepared.”


  “Just dinner with friends,” Garrison assured her. “And there might actually be children present, so the conversation will probably be kept vanilla, too. One of our friends, Tilly, she’s been out of town working for some of our other friends and they’re all back in town for the first time in a while. Oh, and discretion is mandatory tonight. We vouched for you to get you added to the guest list, so no pictures or Facebook postings or anything about who you meet tonight.”


  She chuckled. “Why? Are they famous or something?”


  The men exchanged a glance. “You’ll see,” Jarred said.


  They drove to a house east of I-75 in Sarasota County, in a rural neighborhood filled with homes surrounded by larger lots, some holding horses. There were already eight cars in the driveway when they pulled in, and another car pulled in and parked behind them in the grass.


  “Was I supposed to bring a dish or something tonight?”


  “No,” Jarred assured her. “It’s being catered.”


  Meanwhile, Garrison had gotten out of the car before she did and opened the door for her, offering her his arm.


  “You’re going to spoil me,” she said as she took his arm and let him help her out of the car.


  “Maybe that’s our intention,” he said. “Maybe we like spoiling a woman.”


  She stared up into his eyes. “Watch out. I might say, ‘challenge accepted.’”


  Jarred got out and closed his door. “Who says we don’t want that, either?”


  Jarred led the way, Garrison keeping his hand over Em’s left hand on his arm. Not that she wanted to let go of him, but that he was planning on her staying like that…she didn’t mind.


  The man who answered the door had dark brown hair, green eyes, and was casually dressed in jeans and a button up, short-sleeved shirt. “Hey, guys. Glad you could make it.”


  “Tony Daniels, this is our friend, Em Woodland.”


  She reached out to shake with him. “Thank you for extending the invite for a plus one. I really appreciate it.”


  “Nice to have new people. Eh, the guys warned you about privacy?”


  “The basics, but not exactly why.”


  Tony grinned. “You’ll see. Come on in.” He stepped to the side to allow them to pass and then greeted whoever was walking up behind them.


  The house was nice, obviously nicer than hers, and in a higher income and property tax bracket, definitely, but it felt warm and inviting inside. Nothing snooty or posh here, the furnishings felt like she could cozy up and be comfortable. None of the other people she caught sight of seemed to be anything other than average men and women dressed for a casual dinner at a friend’s house.


  If these were their kinky friends, they apparently did a damn good job disguising that fact.


  With her still on Garrison’s arm, they led her through the house to the kitchen, where three women were talking.


  Garrison made the introductions. “Shayla Daniels, Leah Erikkson, and Loren Connelly, this is our friend, Em Woodland.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Shayla said, shaking with her. “I’m glad you’ve managed to drag them out tonight. We’ve missed having them around.”


  Jarred held up a finger. “Um, we only met her this past week. Just friends for right now, although we filled her in on the…basics.” He pointed at his neck and drew a circle in the air that Em suspected represented a collar, meaning BDSM.


  “Oh, sorry.” Shayla smiled. “Still, glad to meet you. How did you three meet?”


  “Her mom called the po-po on us,” Garrison joked.


  Loren frowned. “What?”


  Em’s face heated, but she told the story, including Jarred’s run-in with the carpet knife and their decision to mess with Em’s mom’s mind. When she finished her story, all three women chuckled.


  “Well,” Leah said, “sounds like you have a plan.”


  “I hope that didn’t make me sound like a monster.”


  “Not at all,” Loren said. “Can’t say as I blame you. Oh! Tilly and the gang are finally here.”


  The three women left the kitchen. When Em turned, she found herself struck speechless at who she saw standing in the entryway.


  Garrison leaned in. “Yes, that’s who you think it is.”


  “No. Freaking. Way,” she whispered.


  “Way,” Jarred said. “Hence why the need for privacy tonight.”


  “Oh. My. God!” She stared. “That’s Trevor Nichols! The Trevor Nichols! You guys know Trevor Nichols?”


  “He prefers to go by Nick at these events. Trevor’s just his stage name. The people with him are Lucas and Leigh. They’re married to each other, and Nick and Leigh are both Lucas’ slaves. The triad behind him are Tilly, Landry, and Cris. Tilly and Landry are married, Cris is Landry’s slave, Cris is sort of Tilly’s Master—used to be, at least—and sometimes is again when she lets him. And Tilly sort of sometimes submits to Landry, when she feels like it.”


  Now she finally looked up at Garrison. “Huh?”


  He wore an adorable smirk. “Exactly. Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it.”


  “Tilly works for Lucas, Leigh, and Nick,” Jarred added. “She’s their executive assistant for their production company. Sometimes the paparazzi stake out Lucas, Leigh, and Nick’s house. So when they’re in town and want to have a private dinner with friends and keep it on the down-low, they’ll have someone else host it, and they pay for all the catering and stuff. A lady who’s a member of the club, she runs a catering business. Very discreet for these kinds of events.”


  “Club?”


  “Venture,” Garrison said. “The BDSM club here in Sarasota that…Marcia and Derrick run. There.” He pointed the couple out, making their way over to the newcomers for hugs and hellos.


  “There’s a BDSM club?”


  “I thought we told you about that,” Garrison said. “Sorry. Yeah, we’ve been a couple of times, but Janis usually couldn’t go. Too much risk with her job visibility. The private parties were different, because they’re a very small, hand-picked guest list. Especially the ones at Lucas, Leigh, and Nick’s house, because they hire outside security to watch the perimeters.”


  “I mean, is that legal? A club?”


  “Oh, sure,” Jarred said. “They’re insured and have a business license and everything. They don’t allow sex, drugs, or alcohol there, so it’s a private membership club that allows nudity. Nothing illegal about that.”


  “Huh.” She finally focused on him, not sure which part she was having trouble digesting more—the fact that she was about to be rubbing elbows, literally, with one of Hollywood’s A-list movie stars, finding out that the uber-macho ladies’ man was a real-life slave to another guy, or that there was a BDSM club in her hometown.


  “Brain-fried?” Garrison asked.


  She refocused on him and he still wore that adorable smirk. “Yeah. I never would have pictured Trevor Nichols as a…slave.”


  Garrison arched an eyebrow at her. “What about us?”


  “Ah. Point made. I think I’m going to learn a lot tonight, aren’t I?”


  “Yep,” the men said.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Em let go of Garrison’s arm as they waited their turn to greet the six folks. But it was actually Tilly who pushed through the throng and hooked her arms around the two guys and pulled them in for a group hug.


  “Oh. My. God! You two brats! You didn’t tell me you were going to be here tonight!” Tilly affectionately kissed them each on the cheek and playfully ruffled their hair, almost like little brothers. “How are you guys doing? I’m so glad you came out tonight.”


  “We’re good,” Garrison said. “Just, you know, day by day. Like to introduce you to Em Woodland. She came out with us tonight to meet everyone.”


  Tilly let go of the guys like they were hot potatoes and turned to her, hand extended. “Gosh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. No disrespect intended. I should have asked permission. Tilly LaCroux.”


  Confused, Em shook with her. “I’m sorry, but what do you mean by disrespect and permission?”


  Jarred touched Tilly’s arm. “It’s okay, Til. We’re just friends. She’s new. Long story. Shallow end of the pool for now.”


  Tilly smacked herself in the forehead. “Sorry again. It’s very nice to meet you. I swear I’m not an idiot.”


  “She also doesn’t look good in prison orange,” Garrison said, making all three laugh. Apparently it was a familiar joke.


  “So how did you all meet?” Tilly asked.


  They repeated the story for her, and Tilly also laughed. Then she turned around and poked Jarred in the shoulder. “You ass. Carpet knife? Really? Nonconsensual solo knife play?”


  Tilly slapped a hand over her mouth and looked around, then dropped her voice. “Crap. I really need to remember just because I don’t have the kidlet with me doesn’t mean there aren’t kids around. Tony and Shay said this is supposed to be a vanilla night.”


  Garrison laughed. “Where are the kids?”


  Tilly grinned. “We pulled a switcheroo. Me and the guys, we took Katie over to the gang’s house, right? Leo, Jesse, Eva, and Nate, they brought their kids over, too. They parked in the garage. So then we took Leo’s minivan and left, all of us hunkered down while Landry drove. They’re babysitting all our kids over there tonight. We got out without any stray photogs catching sight of us or following us here.”


  “Ah, sneaky,” Jarred said.


  “I know, right?” Her grin faded and she poked him in the shoulder again. “Tetanus shot?”


  “Of course.”


  “Staples, stitches, or both?”


  “Both.” He looked at Em. “Tilly’s a nurse.”


  “Used to be,” Tilly corrected.


  “Ah.”


  “And the head matchmaker we warned you about,” Garrison said.


  Tilly’s gaze narrowed as she focused on Em, calculating. “Waaait a minute—”


  “No,” the guys said together. “We call dibs,” Garrison said. “We’re still in the just-friends stage. Give us a chance to figure out if it’ll ever be more before you steal her out from under us, huh?”


  “Well, you’re going to pretend to be my boyfriends,” Em reminded them with a smile. “That counts, right?”


  “Be careful,” Tilly warned, but her smile belied her tone. “You might find you like it a lot more than you thought you would. Next thing you know, you’re headfirst down the rabbit hole.”


  Em was about to reply when the doorbell sounded again. The gathered group moved into the living room to get out of the entryway while Tony went to answer the door.


  There stood Chelbie, Nick, and Rich.


  Em’s eyes widened, and she fought her initial urge to duck behind Garrison and Jarred.


  But Jarred had apparently noticed her reaction, as did Tilly, who turned.


  “Chelbie,” Tilly squealed, hurrying over for a hug.


  Jarred leaned in close. “What’s wrong?”


  “I know them.”


  “That’s good, right?” Garrison asked.


  “I—” Well, it wasn’t bad, she supposed. If they were there, too, that meant…


  Em didn’t know what it meant.


  Chelbie caught sight of her and walked over, smiling. “Hey, stranger.” She hugged Em, who still wasn’t sure what the proper etiquette was for running into someone she knew at a party like this.


  “Um, hi.”


  “You look like a woman new to things.”


  “Yeah.”


  Nick and Rich—Em realized two Nicks in attendance could get confusing very quickly—walked over to join them.


  “Hey, Em,” Rich said. “And you two strangers. Where’ve you been?” The brothers hugged Garrison and Jarred.


  “We didn’t know you guys knew each other,” Nick said.


  Chelbie’s eyes widened. “Wait! These are the guys your mom called the police on the other day?”


  Em felt heat rise in her face as she nodded.


  Chelbie held her hand up for a high-five with her. “Come take a quick walk with me, girlfriend.”


  Before Em could refuse, Chelbie had hooked her arm around Em’s and was leading her through the house and out to a screened lanai that looked onto a gorgeous backyard full of plants.


  Chelbie took Em’s hands in hers and glanced around before dropping her voice. “I’ve known those guys for a couple of years now. I can’t claim to know everything about them, but everything I know personally, and have heard from others, is that they’re really nice guys. Tilly’s crazy about them, so that carries a lot of weight with me.”


  “We’re just friends and accomplices for right now.” She filled Chelbie in on the short version of their dinner discussion the other night.


  Chelbie grinned. “Awesome.” Her smile faded. “Whatever crazy stuff you might see online, ignore that and just be you. And feel free to talk to me if you have any questions. I appreciate that you’ve never pried into my personal life or seemed to hold it against me, but me and the guys, we’re poly and kinky. I’ll always be happy to lend an ear if you need to talk or have questions.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  “That said, I’m not a Domme. Tilly is, and Abbey switches with Gilo, but not sure if they’re even going to be here tonight or not. The best advice I can give you is the same advice I gave Rich and Nick when we first got together—don’t get freaked out and just keep talking and communicating. Even if all you guys end up being is friends. There’s nothing wrong with that, either. One of the odd things you’ll notice in this lifestyle is people tend to cut to the chase when it comes to discussing relationship stuff, because we’re all used to negotiating. It might unsettle you when you’re used to the vanilla dating pool where it takes several dates to even find out if someone likes a certain type of food, much less taking it up the rump with a strap-on.”


  Em couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Thanks. I think. I’ll settle for the kinky end of the dating pool if it means I can have a chance to go out on more than a couple of dates before my mom scares them off.”


  “Considering your first meeting was your mom calling the cops on them, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nick the movie star turned out to be a very sweet guy, although it took Em a little while to reconcile in her mind that Lucas had Nick fetching him and Leigh drinks and appetizers, and it wasn’t the other way around. And that everyone was perfectly fine with that dichotomy, no one apparently batting an eye.


  It was nearly an hour after their arrival that Em realized the same sort of thing was happening with her and the guys. Garrison had brought her first glass of iced tea to her, and between him and Jarred, they never let it get empty. When the appetizers were placed out, it was Jarred who stepped forward first to get her some while Garrison kept introducing her around.


  Due to the large number of people, there was no formal seating arrangement. So Garrison brought her a plate of food while she was still talking estate sale stuff with Landry, and before she realized it, she’d been steered toward a seat on a couch.


  “Aren’t you guys going to eat?” she asked.


  “We will,” Jarred said. “Once we know you’re all set.”


  She felt a little guilty about that. “I’m good. Please, eat. And are you sure you don’t want to sit here?” she asked Jarred, who she’d noticed was limping a little.


  Jarred leaned in. “I’m fine,” he said. “I worked all day with it aching. I can stand up a little longer.”


  “All the more reason you deserve to rest.”


  “Please,” he said. “I’m fine. We’re having fun taking care of you tonight.”


  If this was the kind of thing the guys enjoyed doing, who was she to complain? It was admittedly nice having someone taking care of her for a change.


  Two someones.


  Two hunky, handsome someones.


  Like dinner the other night, she enjoyed how the men seemed to be focused completely on her. Not in a creepy way, but in a totally endearing way.


  As if they couldn’t wait for her to simply wish for something so they could make it appear.


  The dinner went well past midnight before it finally started breaking up. They bid their good-byes to everyone, making sure to find Tony and Shayla last before leaving.


  “Thank you for letting me come tonight,” she said. “I really appreciate it, and I had a great time.”


  “No problem. It was a pleasure meeting you.” He made a point of looking at Garrison and Jarred. “And yes, feel free to include her any time as your plus-one for future private events without having to clear it first. Make sure to send Ross her e-mail address so he can add her to the private list.”


  Both men grinned. “Thanks,” they said.


  “Not a problem.” He redirected his next comment to Em. “And if you have any questions, they can get you my cell number or my e-mail. Feel free to contact me. Might be easier to text me during a work day.”


  “Thanks. I’m not even sure what questions I’ll have yet.” Tilly had already passed her a business card with her cell number and e-mail address, and had made the same offer.


  “Even better. Always best to start out admitting you don’t even know what you don’t know yet.”


  As they walked out to the men’s car, Jarred led her around the front to the passenger side.


  “I don’t mind riding in back,” she said. “I’m worried about your leg.”


  He opened the door for her and offered her a smile. “Ma’am, in the future, please do us the honor of riding in the front.”


  She cocked her head as she studied him. The way he’d said that…Ma’am.


  Not a hint of snarkiness.


  And she kind of liked it. “Is this you easing me out of the kiddie pool and into deeper water?”


  “Maybe. If you’d like us to.”


  She looked over the car’s roof at Garrison. In the soft glow cast by lights along the front of the house, his green eyes were shadowed, but she could feel his intense gaze upon her.


  He nodded.


  She nodded back and slid into the passenger seat, Jarred waiting until she was all tucked in before closing the door and then getting in the back seat.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred hoped they weren’t pushing Em too fast. Chelbie had pulled him and Garrison both aside earlier and warned them to ease Em into things. That she was a complete newbie and might not even be Dominant.


  Nothing the men hadn’t already discussed amongst themselves in private, but they were hoping that maybe if they took the lead and showed Em what they meant that it wouldn’t freak her out.


  Janis had always subscribed to the knight and his Lady type of dynamic with them.


  With impact play and sensual sadism tossed into the mix.


  As they’d settled into life together, it’d been a natural routine to take care of Janis and do things for her. Her job was stressful. Outside of work, they made sure everything they could do to eliminate all other stress, they did that. Whether it was making sure to keep their apartment clean or do her laundry or get her dry cleaning or serve her dinner or service her in bed.


  Then, when she’d gotten sick, both of them had stepped in and taken over in other ways, not forcing her to be their Dominant, but letting her lean on and depend on them in every way.


  It hadn’t been a burden for them, or a cause of resentment. They’d seen it as their duty, because they loved her. And when she got to the point she’d wanted to give up, they’d switched things around and actually became Dominants to her in everything but official title.


  Anything to try to keep her going one more day.


  Until the day her body gave out and she couldn’t go on.


  The trappings of BDSM had fallen by the wayside after she’d gotten sick, their usual way of life dynamically changing to accommodate reality. After they’d lost her, it took them a while to get their emotional feet back under them again.


  Even as they grieved, they leaned on each other, seamlessly switching back and forth, whoever happened to feel stronger on any given day naturally stepping forward into the Dominant role for the other. Sometimes even changing things out several times during the day, as the situation called for.


  This…


  This had been such an achingly sweet evening, even better than dinner the other night at their place. To let Em meet their friends in a nonthreatening environment, to see they were all “normal,” just average people living their lives.


  To see that it was about more than just the “kinky stuff” that they’d talked about a little already.


  That it could be them.


  Back at Em’s house, both men got out and walked her to her door, where she stood there, staring up at them.


  Jarred beat back the urge to pull her into his arms for a good-night kiss when she did something that surprised the hell out of him.


  She rose up on her toes and kissed him, then Garrison.


  “Thank you for tonight, guys,” she said. “I really had a good time.”


  “What time do you leave for work in the morning?” Jarred asked. “I’ll bring breakfast and you can stop by next door first. I’ll be over here all this week working on the house.”


  “I’ll be by around seven thirty, then. Thank you.”


  “How do you like your coffee?”


  “Sweet, with a lot of creamer.”


  “Done.”


  “You realize, don’t you,” Garrison said, “that once you give us little facts like that, we store them away and use them. Once we’re living here, you can expect to have breakfast awaiting you every morning.”


  “I’m not going to ask you to do that.”


  “Who says you’d have to ask?”


  Jarred watched as Garrison took a step in, forcing her to look up into his face. “We want to. Even if only as friends. We need this. It’s healing for us to have someone, even if only a friend, to be able to do stuff for. For the first time in a long time, we’re starting to look forward to living again.”


  Jarred knew he couldn’t have said it any better himself.


  It felt good to have her to look forward to.


  To serve.


  “Okay. Thank you. I promise I won’t take advantage of you.” She rose up on her toes again for another kiss, then gave Jarred one before unlocking the door and going inside.


  Once they heard the door lock, they both returned to the car.


  Garrison started the engine, then held up his fist.


  Jarred fist-bumped with him.


  In peaceful silence, they drove home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison waited until they were undressed and in bed and cuddled together to go to sleep to bring it up. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  “No, I mean I love you.”


  Jarred rolled over to face him. They usually started out with Garrison spooned around Jarred until they fell asleep and ended up in whatever configuration their sleep-selves chose.


  “I know you do. Is this about Em?”


  “No, this is about one of the reasons why I’ve kept saying no to marrying you. I want you to understand I’m here because I want to be. Not because I feel I need to be. I wanted you to understand I wasn’t just marrying you because of Janis telling us to. And I really was going to tell you yes when your uncle died.”


  “What brought on this conversation?”


  “Because whether or not something happens between us and her long-term, I want you to know I’m still here because I love you. I know we were together at first more because of Janis than each other, but I love you, I’m in love with you, and I’m happy with you. Even if it’s just the two of us from now on, or if we end up taking things farther with Em, or someone else.”


  Jarred kissed him. “You are fucking adorable. You know that? That’s one of the reasons I love you.” He smiled. “To my dying day, I will remember the way you moaned around my cock when she pegged you that first time.”


  Garrison rested his forehead against Jarred’s. “I recall you moaning, too. She was so damn devious. Besides, you had me down your damn throat and it felt good.”


  “Blindfolded and sixty-nined. Of course I moaned. Your mouth felt like a vibrator around my cock.”


  They let out identical sighs.


  “Is it wrong for me to hope that maybe Em will like putting us through our paces like that?” Jarred asked.


  “No, because I’m kind of hoping she does, too.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Em’s alarm awakened her at the usual time Monday morning. Disoriented, she lay there and tried to think about the dream she’d been deliciously buried within when she’d been rudely awakened.


  And why was it the alarm always had to go off right at the good part?


  She’d been with the men, in their house. Only it was finished and the three of them were together. The guys, naked, had been making love to her on their couch, leaving her hot and horny and…


  Yum.


  It struck her that unlike most unrequited sexy dreams she’d had, there was a very real and distinct possibility she might be able to make this one come true. Not right then, but maybe eventually.


  Throwing the covers off, she hurried out to start the coffee, motivated to get moving so she could go next door and have breakfast with Jarred. Before meeting all of the men’s friends last night, she’d still felt a little reticent in some ways to embrace what it was they had talked about.


  Dominating them.


  That had sounded horrible…before.


  But when she reframed it in terms of they wanted to serve her and do things for her, and it made them happy to do that…


  Okay. Sure. She got it.


  She refused to ask them to go out and buy her crap. That’s not what she wanted them to do. But if they wanted to make her breakfast in the morning? She wasn’t going to complain.


  If in the process of doing stuff for her their relationship deepened from being friends to being more than friends, she wouldn’t fight that, either. Chelbie obviously enjoyed having two guys. From the several triads in attendance last night, Chelbie wasn’t the only one.


  Not like it’d shock Mitchell and Brent. While she didn’t want to alienate her family, no offense to them, they all had someone.


  What did she have? Over the years, in addition to a failed marriage, she’d had several unfulfilling relationships, including two where the guys had cheated on her. Since her parents had moved in, she’d had three doomed relationships before giving up.


  Maybe it was time she followed her heart instead of sitting around alone and burying herself in work because between her past failures and her mother’s interference, she hadn’t found a guy.


  Screw pretending they were her boyfriends. Maybe she deserved to give it an honest try, if they were willing.


  Em was out of the shower and dressed and heading for the kitchen when her mom emerged from her bedroom. Even the sour look on her mom’s face couldn’t spoil Em’s mood.


  Em had seen Jarred’s car pull in next door.


  She offered her mother a smile. “Good morning, Mom.”


  “Why are you so chipper this morning?”


  “It’s a great morning. What’s on your agenda today?”


  “Back to the doctor and more tests,” she grumbled.


  “That’s good. Real good.” Em poured herself a travel mug of coffee. “And when you all are ready for the move, I know Mitchell will let me borrow one of the trucks.”


  “I still don’t understand why we have to move. We could get an RV and still live here part-time.”


  Em offered her mom a smile. “Don’t be afraid of change, Mom. You and Dad will have a lot of fun in your new place.” She headed for the front door.


  “Where are you going? You don’t have any of your stuff with you.”


  “Breakfast with a friend,” Em called out over her shoulder as she pulled the door open.


  She fought the urge to run next door and maintained a somewhat dignified walk. She didn’t even have to knock when she arrived. Jarred must have been watching for her, because he opened the door as she stepped up onto the porch.


  “Good morning, Ma’am.” He kissed her hand.


  “Good morning. You know, you could easily spoil me.”


  “I thought we warned you that was sort of the point.” He closed the door after her and led her to the kitchen, where he had two takeout containers sitting on the counter, as well as a cardboard drink caddy with two cups of coffee.


  “Best omelets in Sarasota,” he said as he opened hers for her. “Next to what I make, that is.”


  “Thank you. You realize I don’t expect you to do this for me every morning, right?”


  Jarred arched an eyebrow at her. “Why not?”


  “Because you guys have lives.”


  “Exactly. And we want to live. Sure, if you order us not to do this, okay, but at least give us some other way to do things for you. This isn’t a hardship for us.”


  It really was a great omelet. “This is fantastic.”


  “Not quite as good as mine,” he said, “but I took the easy way out and got takeout because it was faster. Just wait until I make you French toast.” He stood up a little straighter, and she realized he was staring out the kitchen window. “Seriously?”


  “What?” She looked to see her mom heading over.


  “Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me.” Em walked into the living room and yanked the front door open before her mom, who was still in a bathrobe and nightgown, could knock. “What?”


  Her mom looked taken aback. “I just wanted to find out what was going on.”


  “Go home.” She slammed the door in her mom’s face. What little goodwill remained in her vanished as Em made her way back to the kitchen and grabbed her cell phone, calling the house.


  Her dad answered. “Em?”


  “I walked next door to have breakfast with Jarred. Mom followed me.”


  “Dammit. I’m on it.”


  He hung up. Seconds later, the front door of Em’s house opened. Her father, wearing shorts and nothing else, stormed over and intercepted her mom, who had just started back.


  “Oh, boy,” Jarred muttered. “Sorry.”


  “Not as sorry as she’s going to be by the time he finishes with her,” she said. “You sure you want to be involved with someone like me? Crazy mom and all?”


  “It would take way more than that to scare us off,” he assured her.


  She took another bite of her omelet. “Let’s say I do decide I want to give whatever this is a try and not just pretend.”


  “Not talking about the food?”


  She returned his playful smile. “Not talking about the food. You guys had mentioned stuff like impact play. I don’t even know anything about that, or if I’d want to do that. Or if I’d be any good at it.”


  “That’s okay. Seriously. We can always get that from each other. We’ve had to be switchy and found it kind of suits us.”


  “What exactly does that mean, anyway? You guys said that before.”


  “It means we can be flexible. Top, bottom, whatever. Some people have really ritualized, strict rules with their BDSM dynamics. That’s not us. Janis was a sadist, but she was also a sensual Dominant. We had some protocols and rituals with her, but because of her job, she didn’t have the time or desire to micromanage our lives. So we’re flexible and happy taking this at your speed.”


  “What if I decide I just want boyfriends and not the other…stuff?”


  “Do you have a problem with boyfriends who like to do things for you?”


  “No, but there might be times I don’t want to be in charge, you know?”


  He stepped over to her and she had to tip her head back to look into his sweet brown eyes. “We’re good with that, too.”


  Holy hell.


  Yeah, there was definitely nothing wimpy about this guy. Today he wore a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt. He’d wrapped the wound on his leg with blue vet wrap, and he stood close enough she felt the bulge of the dressing pressed against her thigh through her jeans.


  She glanced down and realized that wasn’t the only bulge pressing against her.


  Swallowing hard, she looked up again and caught his smile. “Submissive doesn’t mean doormat,” he said, his lips just inches from hers. “So if you say you want us to take charge in certain ways, we’ll be happy to oblige you, Ma’am.”


  Before she realized what she was doing, she’d reached up, cupped a hand around the back of his neck, and closed the distance between them for a kiss that had her softly moaning into his mouth.


  A kiss she realized she was in control of, that he wasn’t pushing. She was the one swiping her tongue along the seam of his lips, looking for more, to deepen it. It was her throwing her arms around his neck and pressing her body against his. Her heart pounded against her ribcage as his arms slid around her, his hands skimming down her back to settle on her ass, his fingers tucking into the back pockets of her jeans.


  Ooohh, yes, baby.


  That was definitely a nice, hard, generous bulge she felt right there, in that perfect space, pressing against the juncture between her thighs.


  Finally, he was the one who lifted his lips from hers even as she tried to follow him. “If you don’t finish your breakfast, Ma’am,” he hoarsely said, “it’s going to get cold.”


  “What if I want you for breakfast?”


  She pulled him down for another kiss. Now she was rubbing herself against him, having hooked her right leg around his left so she could rub against his uninjured thigh.


  Holy hell, if he was this good and they were still dressed, she could only imagine what he’d be like in bed.


  How long, exactly, had it been since she’d been laid?


  A long fucking time, by her best calculations.


  He finally made her come up for air again, his forehead pressed against hers. “Ma’am,” he whispered. “I really want to do more, but we have to talk about this first. All three of us, together. And you have to go to work today.”


  “How can you even think right now?”


  “It ain’t easy,” he said, pulling her in for a hug, tight against his body, but his chin resting on the top of her head.


  That left her only able to nip at his T-shirt.


  He let out a chuckle. “I would love nothing more than to put you up on this counter, get between your legs, and spend all morning eating you out before fucking your brains out, but we can’t. Not right now.”


  “That sounds like a damn good idea to me. I can call in. Mitchell will let me. Especially for such a great reason as getting laid.”


  His hands withdrew from her pockets and instead cupped her face, preventing her from going in for another kiss when he met her gaze. “We haven’t discussed protection, or testing, or ground rules, or anything. And I’m a package deal.”


  “You have a nice-looking package, all right.”


  He grinned. “Thank you, Ma’am. I hope you’ll be pleased with it when you see it up close and personal. But Garrison has to be part of this discussion.” He frowned. “You are attracted to him, I hope.”


  “Hell, yeah.”


  “Okay, good. Because that’s a deal-breaker. It’s both, or neither of us.”


  “I would never think of separating you two.”


  “Good.” His thumbs stroked her cheeks. “I’ll text him that we need to have a talk tonight. We haven’t been with anyone except each other, and Janis, in years. But occupational hazard, I want to get a full round of testing done for all three of us. Hep, STDs, HIV, all that. Done and out of the way. And are you on the pill?”


  She fought and lost against the urge to pout. “No.” Hell, she hadn’t been laid in forever. She’d let her script for it lapse and hadn’t gotten it refilled.


  “So there’s another point.”


  “Sorry.” She felt a little stupid now that the blood was starting to flow out of her clit and pussy and back to her brain again. “It’s just been a damn long time since I’ve…you know.”


  One thumb paused over her lips and she didn’t hesitate to open them and suck it into her mouth, swiping her tongue over it as she met his gaze head-on.


  “Well, that we can take care of for you even before we get test results and you’re back on the pill. But we have to talk first.”


  She released his thumb. “I guess a few more days won’t kill me,” she grumbled.


  He grinned. “Oh, sweetie. I mean we can take care of that for you tonight, if you want. After we talk, though.” His smile faded. “I’m serious about that part. We have some rules of our own.”


  “Like what?”


  “For starters, we’re monogamous.”


  That caused enough confusion to pull her brain the rest of the way out of its sexual haze. “Huh? How does that work if it’s the three of us?”


  “Let me rephrase that. The three of us would be monogamous with each other. No sex, no sexual play, with anyone else. And at first, at least, no impact or other kinds of play with anyone else but the three of us. Except for demonstrations or something. We can renegotiate that later if you decide you either like being a Top and want to play with others, or if you want to let us have impact play with other Tops because it’s not your thing.”


  Something about the thought of someone else touching men she was quickly coming to think of as “her” guys didn’t set well with her. “No, I’m good with it just being the three of us.”


  “Was that a little green flash of jealousy?”


  Why deny it? “Maybe.”


  “Are you going to have a problem with Garrison and me being together sexually? Because it’s not something either of us wants to stop. We love each other.”


  “No. Why would I do that when you guys love each other?”


  “That’s part of what we need to talk about tonight. You haven’t exactly heard the whole story about how we got together. Just the highlights.”


  Now that her brain was once again firmly seated between her ears and not between her legs, she felt a little silly that she’d thrown herself at him like that. She tried to edge back a step, but he caught her hands and gently squeezed them.


  “Dinner tonight at our place. I can drive you there. If you’d like to plan to stay the night, you can take a shower there and I’ll bring you back here early enough tomorrow morning so you can drive to work. Or, I can bring you home tonight. Either way. And no pressure. We’ve got a guest bedroom if you decide you’d rather sleep alone and we end up not doing anything. But that way we won’t be rushed.”


  He smelled so damn good, too. Whatever it was he’d used to shower with that morning, and his clothes smelled good.


  This was a huge step. This was big.


  This was scary, and like holy fucking hell would she let fear make her turn away from this chance of a lifetime. Even if she went to sleep alone in a guest room tonight, the possibility of having something more with the two men pulled at her.


  “Okay.”


  His smile did things to her she never imagined possible, including starting her clit throbbing again. He brought her hands up to his lips and, never breaking eye contact with her, kissed the back of each hand, then turned them over and brushed his lips against the insides of her wrists.


  “Thank you, Ma’am,” he said. “Thank you for trusting us.”


  “I’m terrified of fucking this up.”


  He tucked her hands against his chest. “That’s okay, because so am I.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Em managed to get out of Jarred’s house after finishing her omelet, and without ripping off Jarred’s clothes. The two of them would exchange texts during the day and he’d let her know when he confirmed with Garrison about dinner.


  Not that he was concerned with it being an issue.


  She returned home, now running about five minutes late, but knowing it’d be okay when she updated Mitchell about the latest developments in what appeared to be her brand spanking new love life.


  Literally.


  Em opened the front door and found her mom and dad in the living room, in the middle of a raging argument.


  Em resolved not to escalate this. To that end, she didn’t slam the front door like she really wanted to. Instead, she closed it and walked over to stand next to her dad.


  “That was completely uncalled for, Mom,” she said.


  “You just disappeared and—”


  Em held up her hand. “Stop. This is crazy behavior. Are you crazy?”


  “No! Of course not!”


  “Then you must have a medical issue going on, right?”


  “No.” She frowned.


  Em and her dad exchanged a glance.


  Taking a deep breath, Em said, “Tonight, after work, I’m going out. I’m not coming home, either. I’ll be out all night and spending the night with friends.” Well, that decided the matter for her.


  “What fr—”


  Em held up her hand again. “None of your business, Mom. I’m an adult. This is my house. Since I don’t have any privacy in my own home, I’m going to go where my friends and I will have privacy. From now until you move out, you can expect that there will be quite a few nights I stay out all night.”


  Her father turned to her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We’ll get a place this week. I promise.”


  “Not your fault, Dad. You haven’t been the one doing this.”


  “Oh, so it’s all my fault, huh?” her mom said.


  Em ignored the taunt and continued talking to her dad. “I’m going to set my phone to ignore the house phone. So if there is a legitimate emergency, call me from your cell.”


  “Will do, sweetheart. I’m really sorry about this.”


  She hugged him. “I love you.” She looked at her mom. “Believe it or not, I love you, too. But this morning was the final straw. I’m done trying to spare your feelings. I’ve spent three years tiptoeing around you. I’m living my life, and if you don’t like that, I’m sorry, but that’s your problem and not mine.”


  Em headed back to her bedroom to grab her stuff. On her way out, she gave her dad a hug, but her mom had already retreated into their bedroom after—predictably—slamming the door.


  “Let me know what you find out today,” she told him.


  “I’ll probably be putting in an offer on one of the condos.”


  “I meant with the doctor.”


  “I’ll be updating him about this.” He shook his head. “He did mention the possibility that this could be psychiatric. At this rate, I’m getting to the point where I don’t care what the cause is, I just want to get her whatever help she needs so we can get back to living.”


  “Sorry, Dad.”


  “Stop apologizing. Maybe this is what had to happen to force her to get help.”


  How had her morning gone from such a great high of her encounter with Jarred, to what felt like an emotional tar pit?


  She headed to work, now running about twenty minutes later than usual. She’d no sooner walked into her office than Mitchell walked in behind her, shut the door, and plopped himself down into one of the chairs.


  Then he made with the “gimme” hands.


  “What?”


  “Don’t what me, girl. Tell me what happened this weekend, and why I just got a call from your mother asking if I knew who you were spending the night with tonight.”


  She collapsed into her chair, head on her desk. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”


  That’s when the tears hit. She told him everything, about the guys, dinner, the party—leaving out the part about the A-list celebrity she’d met—that morning’s hot and sexy breakfast, and their plans to talk that night.


  Along with her hopes that they ended up doing a lot more than talking.


  She lifted her head and found Mitchell offering her a tissue. Taking it, she sat back and blew her nose. “So what did you tell her?”


  “I told her that I didn’t know, but that since you were an adult, it was none of my fucking business, or hers.”


  “You dropped the F-bomb on my mom? Wow. You never drop the F-bomb on people. Well, besides around me.”


  He smiled. “She pissed me off. She acted very indignant the first two times when I told her I didn’t know, so the third time, she got the F-bomb. If your dad needs an extra witness for the doctor, ooh, pick me!” He held up his hand and waved it around.


  “Great. I need to call my dad.”


  “Already done. As soon as I hung up on her, I called his cell, after what you’d told me last week. He’s now aware of the situation and apologized profusely. If I were you, and you get along great with those two guys, pack for a week and just stay there, if you can.”


  “This is…” She stared at him. “Is this just me, or is this surreal?”


  “It’s definitely an issue. As in, your mom has issues. It’s not you, and it’s not in your head.”


  “I hope she doesn’t scare these guys off.”


  “They sound fairly unshakeable. If you want to take the day off and go home, feel free.”


  “No. I don’t want to be anywhere around my mom right now.”


  “I don’t blame you, sweetie.”


  “Am I doing the right thing?”


  “Be a little more specific.”


  “The guys.”


  Mitchell sighed. “Until I had to drop that shit bomb on you, you walked in here looking happier than I’ve seen you look in a while. That cannot be a bad thing, especially if you looked that happy after one go-round with your mom before you even got here. I say go for it. The worst that happens is it doesn’t work out. The best that happens is you end up in a relationship with two sweet guys who might be the greatest thing you ever had.”


  Once Mitchell left her alone, gently easing her office door shut behind him, she called her dad’s cell phone.


  He answered on the second ring. “I know, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”


  She took a deep breath. “This has to stop. This is insane.”


  “I know. I’ve already called her doctor and I’m getting her in earlier as an urgent case this morning.”


  “Maybe I should cancel my plans tonight.”


  “Don’t you dare,” he said. “That would give her exactly what she wants.”


  “But if she’s sick—”


  “Then we can talk about it then. For now, you go do what you had planned and try not to worry. If she’s not sick and this is her just acting out, it’s backfired on her in a big way. If she’s sick, then the doctors will tell us what the next step is.”


  “Backfired?”


  “He’s going to admit her for observation at least overnight,” he said.


  “What?”


  “I’m serious. If it’s a voluntary behavioral problem, she’ll straighten herself out real fast, won’t she?”


  “Don’t you think that’s a little drastic?”


  “Not really, no. Not at this point. She’s mad because I called her last bluff about a divorce and she doesn’t have that hold over me any longer. So if this is her next attempt to try to control me and you, it’s not going to work.”


  “So you don’t think it’s medical?”


  “I don’t honestly know. I think she’s deliberately stirring up drama at this point. If I’m wrong, then she needs to be in a hospital until they can figure out what’s going on. She’s starting to spiral out of control, regardless.”


  “What do you mean? What’s happened?”


  “She started making comments after Mitchell told her off that maybe she should just go away. That we’d be better off without her.”


  “Like she’s going to hurt herself?”


  “I think that was her implication, but this isn’t my first rodeo with the woman. I’m sure she expected me to try to placate her. What she doesn’t know is that the doctor agreed we’re going to admit her for observation, based on potential self-harm issues. So either she’s going to have to admit she was making things up, or they’re going to help her. One of the two. Either way, she’s not going to be here tonight, and I’m going to get a peaceful night of sleep knowing she’s under a doctor’s care.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Em went to the bathroom and washed her face before returning to her office and calling Jarred.


  “Hello, Ma’am.”


  “Hey.”


  His voice changed. “Okay, what happened? What’s wrong?”


  She told him.


  “If you want to take a rain check on tonight—”


  “Nope. Dad told me not to change my plans. So that’s what I’m going by.”


  “I’m really sorry. I—what the hell?”


  “What?”


  “Hang on.” She heard a noise like he was walking. Then, “I’m going to hang up. Call your dad. Right now.”


  “Why?”


  “She’s coming up to my front door.” In the background, Em heard someone pounding on the front door. “Call him.” He ended the call.


  “Shit!” She dialed her dad. As soon as he answered, Em said, “Mom’s next door pounding on Jarred’s door.”


  “Goddammit! That’s it.” She heard the sound of a toilet flushing, a sink, then what sounded like him running.


  Obviously, her mother had taken advantage of her dad being in the bathroom to pull this latest stunt.


  She heard the sound of a door opening and slamming, and then the sound of him running across the yard. “Francis! What the hell are you doing?”


  She heard her mom’s teary, shrill voice in the background, then the sound of a door opening and her dad talking to Jarred.


  “Dad? Dad! What’s going on?”


  He must have remembered he had the phone in his hand. “Sorry. I’m here. I’ll call you from the hospital. I’m taking her there right now. Love you.”


  The phone went dead.


  Thinking surely this was the nightmare, and her earlier encounter with Jarred must have been a dream, she called Jarred back.


  “Hey. He’s got her.”


  “What happened?”


  “I didn’t open the door. She started pounding on it, demanding I come out and talk to her, telling me that she didn’t want me dating her daughter.”


  “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry.”


  “I’m going to be honest with you that if she’s playing this as an act, she’s good. I’ve worked a few tours through geriatric wards, spent two months in school working at a nursing home. I think they’re going to find a legit medical issue of some sort going on.”


  “If you want to cancel tonight—”


  “Nope. When I opened the door after your dad got here, he shook hands with me, introduced himself, and profusely apologized for your mom’s behavior. All while she was screaming incoherently at me. He literally wrapped his arms around your mom and—hold on.”


  “What?”


  “Um, let me call you back.”


  “Now what’s going on?” But she was talking to a dead line.


  He called her five minutes later. “You might want to call your dad.”


  She rubbed her forehead, afraid to ask. “Why?”


  “I think he called the po-po on your mom.”


  “What?”


  “There’s a deputy parked in front of your house, and now there’s an ambulance.”


  “Shit.” Her phone beeped, an incoming call from her dad. “Dad’s calling me.” She switched over to the call. “A deputy and an ambulance? Really?”


  “Yep. On the way back to the house, she told me she was going to kill herself to put herself out of everyone’s misery. Locked herself in our bedroom. I called 911, then her doctor. I’m getting her Baker Acted. He’s going to have one of the doctors in his practice who’s at the hospital right now handle the paperwork and admission.”


  “But…she probably didn’t mean it!”


  “Yeah, well, then it sucks to be her today.”


  “Dad! This is not funny!”


  “No, it’s not. I’m done fooling around, sweetheart. She’s had three years to get her head out of her ass. Three. Years. Now, I’m serious. I don’t want you to come to the hospital. I’m going to call Don and Amy and tell them the same thing. If she’s looking for sympathy and attention, then she’s not going to get rewarded with it. If she’s genuinely sick, she’s going to get help and needs to focus on that. So don’t you dare change your plans tonight. I’ll call you back later. Love you.” He ended the call.


  Em sat back, staring at her phone, flinching at the knock on her door. “Yeah?”


  Mitchell stuck his head in the door. “What’s going on?”


  “The world’s gone crazy, that’s what.”


  “Huh?”


  Once she updated Mitchell, he ordered her to go home, either to work or relax or drink herself into a stupor, he didn’t care which, as long as she took the day off. By the time she got there, of course, her dad’s car was gone, and so were her dad and mom.


  She dropped her stuff in the living room and headed over to Jarred’s. He must have heard her car pull up, because when she walked up, he opened the front door before she even reached the porch.


  When he opened his arms to her for a hug, she practically fell into them.


  “Want to talk about it?” he asked.


  “This is freaking crazy.” Still safely in his arms, she told him what her dad had said.


  “I don’t want to, but we can postpone tonight, if you want.”


  “No. He was adamant. Frankly, I want something to take my mind off this.” The last thing she wanted to do was move from his comforting embrace.


  When was the last time she’d been able to snuggle with someone?


  Too damn long.


  She snuggled more tightly against him.


  They stood there in silence for a few minutes until he cleared his throat. “I hate to make you move, but I have to.”


  “Why?” she mumbled against his shirt.


  “Because the cable installer just pulled up outside.”


  She looked up into Jarred’s face, his smile. “Are you getting WiFi?”


  “Uh, is the sky blue?”


  “Can I work over here today?”


  “Are you really okay?”


  “Please?”


  “Of course you can. As long as you don’t mind working at the dining room table. It’s about the only place to sit I can offer you.”


  “I’ll take it.”


  “Me working around here won’t bother you?”


  “Can’t bother me worse than my mother does,” she said.


  “Then go get what you need.”


  She returned home to change into shorts and a T-shirt and get her laptop and phone. She grabbed her cell charger, too, suspecting she might need it. Before returning to Jarred’s, she texted her dad.


  How is she?


  He texted her back almost immediately.


  Combative and screaming. They just sedated her. Her doctor is filing for an involuntary hold until we get her stabilized.


  She called him. “Seriously, should I come to the hospital?”


  “Nope. She’s already calmed down, now that she’s been medicated. They need to put her through a full battery of tests to make sure it’s not something simple, like her blood sugar being out of whack, or to rule out a stroke or something. I’ve already called Amy and Don and told them to stay away, too.”


  “I feel like a horrible daughter.”


  “Why? This isn’t you. This is her. I want her focused on getting through this, not on you kids. And I don’t want the grandkids around her like this. The doctor agreed that it’s best we limit her contact for now.”


  “Yeah, but if I stay out tonight—”


  “She’ll still be in hospital and you’d be sitting at home, wishing you had gone through with your plans.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’m buying myself a six-pack of beer on the way home and watching TV naked in the living room tonight. You still want to stay home?”


  That finally made her laugh. “Put down a towel, please.”


  He finally laughed. “See? Humor will get us through this. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Dad.”


  Trying not to feel guilty, she headed back to Jarred’s.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Once the cable guy had left—and Em was using a blazing fast Internet connection that had her questioning her current service provider—Em got to work and found herself tapping her feet to Jarred’s choice in music. Today he was finishing up emptying out the spare bedrooms and closets and the garage in preparation of moving the remaining furniture out there.


  Em offered to help him, but he declined with a smile.


  “You’re supposed to be working, Ma’am.”


  “I’d still be working. Sort of.”


  She finally pulled her mind into her work and was plugging away at that when her phone rang.


  Amy.


  “So how do we get Dad to let us see Mom?”


  Em stood and carried the phone out onto the back lanai. “We don’t,” she told her. “Dad gave us orders.”


  “But if she’s that bad—”


  “I’m going by what Dad said. If the doctor wants her there and not to have visitors right now, that’s what we’re going to do.”


  “I don’t feel right just sitting by with our mother in the hospital.”


  “You haven’t had to live with her.”


  “That’s kind of mean.”


  “Again, you haven’t had to live with her. I thought after the other night we were all on the same page.”


  “All right. I just want to make sure.”


  “Listen to Dad. She’s in the best place for her right now. Once she’s stabilized, I’m sure we’ll be able to visit.”


  Em decided to leave out her dad’s plans for the move since she didn’t know how much Amy knew.


  When she returned to the dining room and sat down, Jarred poked his head in. “You all right?”


  “Yeah, just my sister.” She looked at him. “Maybe I should worry about the two of you if you’re so hot to get involved with a chick with a crazy family.”


  He grinned. “Maybe you should.”


  “Dad said not to change my plans tonight, so I won’t.”


  He leaned against the doorway. “I think Garrison and I will be able to keep you distracted. One way, or another.”


  There was that sexy kiss from earlier to consider. If she had that—and more—to look forward to, yeah, they’d be distracting her.


  “I hope so.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred felt badly for Em, but after what he’d witnessed that morning, he could only imagine what she’d been living through the past three years.


  She deserved a little “me” time without feeling guilty over it.


  Hopefully, he and Garrison could distract her. Their conversation last night in bed gave him hope that if Em was willing, they might be able to ease her into it.


  For lunch, she insisted he come back home with her and she made them sandwiches. Her house was homey, neat, tidy, and seemed a perfect reflection of what he knew about her so far.


  “So in a week, we’ve gone from my mom trying to get you arrested to discussing sexy time,” she said. Then her eyes widened. “Oh! Now I totally get that handcuffs comment you made, too.”


  “Yeah. I’m a bad boy.”


  “Looking to get spanked?”


  “Maybe.” He offered her what he hoped was a playful grin.


  After lunch they returned to his house. He was out in the garage and she was working on her laptop in the dining room when Garrison called him.


  “I got your text. What’s going on?”


  Jarred could barely contain his excitement. “She’s coming over tonight for dinner and to talk. And…more. It’s a long story.”


  “Talk about what?”


  “Us.” Garrison was quiet for so long Jarred thought maybe the call had dropped. “You there?”


  “Us, us?”


  “Yeah. I told her dinner, and talking, and she’s going to spend the whole night. Either with us or in the guest room. We’ll see.”


  “I’ll pick up dinner on the way home, then. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Em’s dad still wasn’t home that evening when Em packed an overnight bag and locked up her house before walking back over to Jarred’s. It was hard for Jarred to think of it as “his” house, or “their” house yet, but that was getting easier.


  Jarred wouldn’t have blamed Em if she’d decided to take her own car, but the fact that she trusted him enough to still want to ride with him meant a lot.


  He took the bag from her. “I mean it. If you want to come home tonight, no worries. No pressure. Or you can have the guest room.”


  She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him in for another kiss that made his cock instantly ache as hard as it had that morning during their kiss.


  “I’m staying all night, one way or another. So let’s go,” she said. “Please?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  He wouldn’t let her carry her stuff, except for her purse. Then he held the passenger door open for her. “Ma’am.”


  “Thank you.”


  “When you’re with us, we always open doors for you. Unless you don’t want us to.”


  “No, I like it. Been a long time since I’ve had someone do that. I mean, besides my dad and Mitchell and Brent.”


  “Prepare to be pampered, then.”


  They arrived before Garrison. Jarred carried her stuff into the guest room, just in case. At least there she’d have some privacy, if she wanted it.


  “I’m going to grab a shower real fast,” he said.


  “Is it okay if I get one, too?” she asked.


  “Sure. You take yours first.”


  He got her set up in the guest bathroom. While she was doing that, he started setting the table for dinner. For just the two of them, usually they’d use paper plates and collapse on the couch.


  Maybe one day in the future they’d have that kind of informality with her, too.


  For now, they’d go all the way, and it felt good being able to eat like this again. Janis had always loved coming home to a formal dinner. It was something she’d rarely had growing up, and appreciated that they’d put the effort in for her sake.


  That meant tablecloth, dishes, silverware, everything.


  He heard Em open the bathroom door and hurried to meet her. “Can I get you anything?”


  She smiled. “I think I’ll take that beer tonight. Not like I’ll be driving.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.” He quickly went to get it, startled by her gasp behind him.


  He turned. “What’s wrong?”


  “You set the table?”


  “Yes?”


  She reached out and touched the table cloth. “Really?”


  He handed her the beer. “Really.”


  She’d put on an adorable, simple sundress. “I feel underdressed.”


  “No, you look beautiful.”


  She blushed, the pink rising from her chest, up her neck, into her cheeks. “I’m really nervous.”


  “That’s okay. So are we, believe me. Meanwhile, feel free to make yourself at home, turn on the TV, whatever.” He went to get his shower before Garrison got home.


  He really hoped tonight might bring about some desperately good changes for them all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Em hadn’t felt this nervous in years.


  Is this a date? Technically, I guess it’s a date.


  And since it wasn’t the first time she’d sort of technically been on a date with the guys, she hoped that didn’t mean she was being easy.


  There was the dinner here last week, then going out for pizza with them. The dinner party last night. Not to mention lunch with Garrison, breakfast with Jarred, and holding Jarred’s hand at the ER while he got stitched up.


  That all counts, right?


  She walked over to the shelf holding the urn and some of the pictures and studied them. One of the pictures was Janis in her uniform. In others, it was her with the guys.


  Something all of the pictures of the three had in common was that the men were usually looking at her with love and devotion in their eyes.


  A wistful pang twisted her heart. Even in the good days, she never had a picture of Ronnie looking at her like that.


  No one had ever looked at her like that.


  Maybe she was being silly to put her hopes into this, but she wanted this. Two guys to love and care for her?


  Yes, please.


  She finally remembered the beer in her hand and took a long pull from the bottle. She’d limit herself to this one, because she wanted to be sober for their discussion, even if all they did was talk.


  When Garrison arrived home a little later, she was sitting on the couch and watching the evening news. He had his hands full with pizza boxes and a couple of takeout containers balanced on top.


  Rising, she went to help him, but he refused with a smile. “No, Ma’am. I’ve got it.”


  “Can I please help?”


  “You can grab the door for me.”


  She closed it behind him and flipped the deadbolt before following him to the kitchen. That’s when Jarred emerged from the bedroom, freshly showered and dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts.


  “Yum, pizza!” He walked in and helped Garrison lay everything out on the counter.


  She realized Garrison also had a laptop case on one shoulder. “Can I at least take your bag?”


  “I’ve got it,” Jarred said, jumping into action to relieve him of it. As he passed her, he gave her a quick peck on the lips. “We’ve got this, Ma’am.”


  Garrison had seen the kiss, one eyebrow arching.


  She walked over to him. “So did he tell you about today?”


  “Only that it was a long story. What happened?”


  “Well…” She set her beer on the counter before she lost her nerve. “There was this.” She reached up and pulled him in for a long, slow kiss that had her wanting to skip dinner and get straight to dessert.


  “That was breakfast,” Jarred said when he returned. “Then there was her mom interrupting us, her mom coming back, her mom getting involuntarily committed—”


  “Wait, what?” Garrison gently grabbed her wrists and held them, looking down at her. “Can someone please back up and start over?”


  She did. By the time they were sitting down to eat, Garrison was completely caught up.


  “If tonight’s too overwhelming,” he said, “we can do this another night. We’re not going anywhere.”


  “Nope. I want to do this tonight.” She met Jarred’s gaze. “Especially since someone said there might be some alternatives to sex until we all get test results and I get back on the pill.”


  Garrison brought her hand to his lips. She loved that, loved that they could melt her with such a tender expression of affection.


  “We can. If that’s what you want.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I want.”


  “Jarred’s right that we’re a package deal. Along with that, some ironclad rules are no lying, and definitely no cheating.”


  “Agreed. And that goes both ways.”


  “That goes without saying,” Jarred said.


  “What else?” she asked.


  She watched Garrison and Jarred exchange a glance. “I know that at first things might feel overwhelming. We want you to tell us if you feel that way. We don’t want to just dump everything on you, say, ‘Hey, you’re in charge,’ and wait for you to do whatever. We want this to be a partnership. Janis came into our relationship knowing who she was and what she wanted. What we’d like the eventual, future goal to be is for you to feel comfortable being our Domme or our Owner or whatever label you choose for yourself. But that’s secondary to our relationship, the three of us.”


  “We can’t have any kind of D/s dynamic without a friendship and a relationship in place,” Jarred added.


  “D/s?”


  “Dominant/submissive,” Garrison said. “So please don’t go researching on the Internet or on FetLife and watch Dominatrix porn and get freaked out. This is as much about you and what you want and what makes you happy as it is us.”


  Hell, even when she and Ronnie were together, she usually took charge. She had to, because he was busy with school and studying. That had been one source of fights between them, that he felt like she was bossing him around, because he was a take-charge kind of guy and his ideas usually conflicted with hers.


  But it was a trait Mitchell and Brent had both praised her for at work. That she could get stuff done. If there was an impossible deadline to meet, they knew she’d meet it, one way or another, usually exceeding expectations along the way.


  “Like you were saying, I’m not into micromanaging. I don’t have time to do that with you guys.”


  “And we’re fine with that,” Jarred said.


  “Give me some suggestions, then.”


  Garrison spoke up. “Janis used to have us greet her when we got home. If we were home first, we met her at the door and knelt and she used to stroke our heads and talk to us for a moment. If she got home first, we went straight to her, knelt, and she did the same thing.”


  “That wasn’t demeaning?”


  “Not at all,” Jarred said. “It…” He looked like he choked up for a moment. “It was grounding. Soothing, for me. I can’t speak for Garrison. But it was like my brain had permission to downshift and let go of the day. Work was behind me, and now I was home and the center of my world was her.”


  Garrison nodded. “Yeah. That.”


  “So if you guys weren’t gay when you got together, how did you get together as a couple?”


  Jarred’s smile made her panties damp. Sexy and playful, he rested his elbow on the table, his chin in his palm. “You should handle that question, Gare.”


  Garrison smirked at him. “Gee, thanks.” He turned to her. “He was bi, so it wasn’t as big a leap for him. Janis played with us. It wasn’t overnight, it was over several weeks, but it was a little bit of operant-conditioning, a little bit of Dominance on her part, and a lot of trust on my part. Jarred and I were friends, and I liked serving her with him. With both of us, it meant that one of us could take up the slack for Janis if the other couldn’t.”


  He reached out and realigned his silverware around his plate. “She mixed things like training me to wear a butt plug with sensual play. I knew that she was working me up to pegging—”


  “Pegging?”


  “Strap-on play.” He smiled. “In preparation for eventually doing the real thing. That was a negotiated limit between us from the start. I knew she would be working me up to a point where he and I would be completely sexual with each other. I had the option of safewording, of course, but she was honest that the thought of having both of us was sexy, and she couldn’t choose between us.”


  “You weren’t jealous of each other?”


  Garrison looked over at Jarred. “A little, at first. I think it was more friendly competition than jealousy. Somewhere in the first couple of months, I realized I thought of him as more than just a friend and realized I loved him. I don’t think of myself as gay, or even bi. I’m heteroflexible with a definite slant toward bi.”


  “You’d never been with another guy before?”


  “Nope.”


  “Can I ask a personal question?”


  Both men looked at her. “Em,” Jarred said, “no question is off the table. That’s how this works.”


  “How exactly did she start that process?”


  The men both chuckled. Jarred took this one. “She had us bound and with butt plugs up us. Laying next to each other in bed, naked. She started teasing us with a hand job, and told us if we wanted blow jobs, and to come, we had to start kissing.”


  “And not just little kisses,” Garrison said. “She wanted to see us making out, full tongue, everything.” He slowly shook his head, his smile warming Em’s heart…and between her legs. “I’d never kissed a guy before, but the more I got into it, the more she got into what she was doing between our legs. Rewarding us. By the time she got me off, I was leaning over, my tongue as deep down his throat as I could get it.”


  “She did stuff like that for a couple of weeks,” Jarred said. “Taking it slow with us. Once we got past that hurdle and were comfortable with it, she started building us up to the next level.”


  Em wouldn’t deny the discussion had her wet and squirming. “Like what?”


  “Pegging us while we did oral on each other,” Jarred said, “which was mentally easier for me than him. Once she got us used to that, she had us pop our cherries with each other, so to speak. She put me in the middle. I was fucking her while Garrison got to fuck me. And then she reversed it, with him in the center.”


  “And fun was had by all?”


  “Exactly,” Garrison said. “Reward-based training. Once she’d gotten me all the way through it, I’d worked through any mental reservations I had with it and was all in. No pun intended. I realized it felt good, I trusted Jare, I trusted her, and that’s all that mattered. Again, this wasn’t overnight. It was probably a good six months before we reached that ‘free-for-all’ point.”


  “You have to go as slow as the slowest partner,” Jarred said, “Gare was our slowest partner. Once she firmly had us enjoying that aspect, she started working on our tolerance for impact play. And so on.”


  “I’m guessing that makes me the slowest partner now? Sorry, that came out wrong.”


  “But you’re absolutely right,” Garrison said. “You are. And that’s okay.”


  “So what do we do tonight?”


  “Well, first,” Garrison said, “are you okay with our terms?”


  “Yeah. That seems fair.”


  “What are your terms?”


  “I don’t know. You covered them, I guess.”


  “Do you have expectations for us?”


  “I…” She studied their gazes. “I’d like to learn. I agree starting out slow is smart. I want to at least try stuff before I decide I can’t do it.”


  “And if you can’t,” Jarred said, “that’s okay. Some things, he and I can do for each other.”


  “I’m willing to try. Just go slow with me.”


  “Absolutely,” both men said.


  They sent her to the living room while they cleaned up dinner and then joined her there.


  “So what was the sexytime without sex you talked about?”


  Jarred smiled. “I give killer massages.”


  “And my footrubs are nearly orgasmic, or so I’ve been told,” Garrison said with a smile. “Is there anything you don’t want us to do?”


  “Well, if sex-sex is off the table, I guess there’s not much else we can do.”


  The men laughed. “You are sooo wrong,” Jarred said. “We can’t do oral on you tonight, but we can do other stuff. If you’d like to move to the bedroom, Ma’am, we’ll be happy to show you.”


  She offered him her hand. “That sounds like a great idea.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Em’s heart hammered in her chest as Jarred took her hand and led her to the bedroom, Garrison following close behind.


  Please don’t let this be a mistake.


  Garrison put on some music, soft, mellow jazz that helped relax her. Then he switched on a couple of LED candles on their dresser while Jarred turned off the lights.


  Standing here, with these two guys, Em realized just how long it’d been since she’d been intimate with anyone. And it made her more than a little sad to realize that some of her encounters with past sexual partners had actually lacked true intimacy.


  Hell, she’d had more and emotionally deeper conversations with these two men in the past week than she’d had in years.


  “Are you okay?” Jarred said.


  “Yeah.” She tried to smile and hoped she didn’t look goofy. “Just nervous.”


  Garrison stepped in close behind her and lightly trailed his fingers down her arms from shoulders to wrists. “If at any time you want us to stop, just tell us. Or say ‘red.’”


  Note to self, call my damn doctor. She’d meant to do that today, but with everything that had happened, it’d totally slipped her mind.


  “Massage, huh?”


  Jarred smiled. “And a footrub.”


  Before she could lose her nerve, she reached down and pulled the sundress up and off over her head, dropping it to the floor next to her. She’d forgone a bra but had enough forethought to pack a reasonably cute pair of panties. Which she proceeded to shove down her legs and kick to the side, where they landed on her sundress.


  A jolt of power raced through her as both men sucked in sharp breaths.


  “Like what you see?” Jeez, when did I start reciting porn dialogue?


  Jarred nodded. “Yes, Ma’am,” he whispered.


  She looked over her shoulder at Garrison, who also nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “Why am I the only one naked?”


  The men exchanged a glance and started ripping their clothes off. Since Jarred was only wearing shorts, and had gone commando, he was naked about a split second before Garrison.


  Holy…sheeit.


  They were both good-looking men. Jarred’s body had slightly leaner, harder lines than Garrison, but Garrison was no slouch. She guessed Jarred’s physique was due in no small part to eight years of Army PT, in addition to his job where he was on his feet all day long.


  Garrison was a few inches taller than Jarred, and not as broad-shouldered, built lanky and sort of like a runner.


  Both men were hung—thank you, universe—with Jarred’s stiff cock a little longer than Garrison’s, but Garrison had some girth on Jarred.


  Considering both men’s cocks were stiff and standing straight out, she had a perfect view, too.


  Pulling her eyes away from them, she turned and lay facedown on the bed. “Any time, gentlemen.”


  She closed her eyes and listened as it sounded like one of them opened a drawer. She heard the snick of a plastic bottle being opened, then Jarred said, “This is massage oil. Oh, are you allergic to anything? It’s an almond oil base.”


  “Nope,” she said. “No allergies.”


  He drizzled oil in his hands and she heard him rub them together before his thumbs began slowly tracing up either side of her spine.


  “Oh—oooohh!”


  She felt the mattress dip near her feet. “He’s really good,” Garrison said. She felt his hands take her right foot and he slowly started kneading the sole with his fingers, exploring, working, and she let out another moan.


  At this rate, she wouldn’t be able to orgasm, because she’d pass out from sheer relaxation.


  The men took their time, Jarred working on her back, arms, and legs, and Garrison going back and forth between her feet.


  “That feels sooo good,” she mumbled against the covers. It struck her that in the whole time they’d been working on her—over thirty minutes, by the time on the cable box under their TV—they hadn’t once tried to touch her…intimately.


  “It’s supposed to feel good,” Jarred said.


  “Is your leg okay?” she belatedly asked, feeling badly she hadn’t checked before. He’d had a different color bandage around it when he’d emerged from the shower earlier.


  “I’m fine. I won’t hurt it, don’t worry.”


  After a few more minutes, she realized they weren’t going to do more unless she told them to. “You can do more, if you want.”


  If they turned her down, she suspected she’d burst into tears of disappointment.


  “We were waiting on you to set the pace,” Garrison said.


  “I’ve got to be honest. I haven’t been with a guy in a couple of years, and it’s probably been over a month since I’ve masturbated. No, wait, longer than that. Holy crap, I’m pitiful.”


  Jarred stretched out next to her, propped up on his elbow. “Tell us what you want us to do, Ma’am.”


  She turned her head enough so she could look at him. “Someone said something about being able to take care of sexy time without having to actually have sex. That. Whatever you had in mind by that, that’s what I want.”


  “Okay.” He smiled. “Kind of helps if you roll over, though.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  She did. Then she felt Garrison suck her left big toe into his mouth and swirl his tongue around it and she thought her eyes would roll back in her head.


  That was an erogenous zone?


  Who fucking knew?


  A moan escaped her. Jarred smiled down at her as one hand started lightly drawing a trail from the base of her throat, down her chest, and around her left breast. Then around her right, back and forth in ever smaller infinity swirls, drawing closer to her nipples.


  Speaking of those babies, they’d tightly peaked, aching, anticipating, practically standing up and begging for one or both men to use those talented tongues there, on them.


  Garrison was licking and sucking on her other toes. She couldn’t pull her gaze away from Jarred’s brown eyes, though. In the flicker of the fake candlelight, which actually did look fairly realistic, she spotted passion and desire that melted her insides and made her clit throb even more than it had during their kiss that morning.


  Yowza.


  Garrison kissed his way up her legs, skipping over her pussy, where she’d helpfully spread her thighs to give them better access, and traced kisses up her stomach until he was on her other side.


  As one, the men lowered their mouths to her breasts and started flicking their tongues against her nipples, sucking, teasing.


  Her eyes fell closed. Probably a good thing, because they also rolled so far and hard back in her head they might have sailed right out of her dang skull. Nothing had felt this good in…well, ever.


  Two hands skimmed down her tummy, one set of fingers lighting tracing her clit, the other gently probing the entrance to her pussy.


  Oh, thank christ I shaved down there!


  One finger, then a second, slowly pumped into her slick passage. Her hands grabbed their heads, almost afraid they’d move and leave and stop what they were doing.


  The harder she held on, the more satisfied the moans she earned from each of them, so she fisted handfuls of hair and held on for dear life like a dizzy drunk on a mechanical bull.


  The fingers on her clit seemed to need a few minutes to get the lay of the land, feel her out. But once whichever owner deciphered the increasingly slippery topography down there, he got his game going and started moving his digits back and forth, up and down, quickly working her close to an orgasm.


  While she felt hard cocks brushing against her on either side, neither man had made a move to have her take things in hand. Frankly, she was afraid to let go of their hair. She needed something solid to hold on to for fear of flying off the bed and launching into orbit.


  When the first orgasm slammed into her, her back arched and she had to stifle her cry of pleasure lest she end up earning them a 911 call from the neighbors. It felt sooo fucking good, three fingers driving hard and fast into her pussy while the man working her clit had steered her right into the orgasm zone. Just when it was getting too intense, too strong, they backed off and she slipped down the slope, still there, close, catching her breath.


  And she realized they weren’t done.


  Not by a long shot.


  It was somewhere around the fourth climax she finally lost count and nearly lost consciousness. When the men’s hands stilled, and they released her breasts and looked up at her, she finally peeled open her eyes to see what was going on.


  They wore beaming, glorious smiles. They looked like they’d just won the damn Super Bowl.


  “Wow,” she whispered.


  Garrison arched an eyebrow at her. “Good?”


  She nodded. Only then she realized she still had tight grips on their heads. She let go, stroking their hair, playing with it. Garrison’s had a slightly coarser feel, his short, wavy hair almost curly. Probably would be curly if he let it get longer. Jarred’s was short and straight, but super soft.


  “Come here,” she said, coaxing them a little farther up. She wanted them snuggled there against her, their heads tucked against her shoulders. She kissed Garrison, then Jarred, while stroking their heads. “That…was…fantastic. But what about you?”


  “What about us?” they parroted.


  She giggled. “Yeeeaah. I feel those things poking against me. I want to take care of you guys.”


  “That’s your call,” Garrison said.


  “Up on the bed,” she said. “Lay next to each other.”


  They did. She sat up on her knees between them with their legs on either side of her. Then she reached down and took their cocks in hand, slowly stroking them, pumping their shafts, slicking their juices over them.


  Both men moaned, sounding nearly identical.


  Damn, that’s cute!


  “I want you two to make out while I do this. I want to watch you kissing.”


  The men did, quickly getting into it, losing themselves in what they were feeling. It was hot. Really damn hot. So hot that she almost forgot what she was doing.


  


  * * * *


  


  One of Garrison’s worries had been that she might say she was okay with them being together, but then the sight of them actually being together would change her mind.


  But as she stroked their cocks, he found himself caught up in the sensation of a new hand, a still relatively unfamiliar hand—a woman’s hand—stroking his cock. Not his own hand, not Jarred’s hand, not a hand that knew exactly where to press and where to glide. A hand exploring and teasing, learning.


  A deliciously soft hand.


  As he kissed Jarred, he lost himself in bliss, his lover’s tongue eagerly fucking back against his. Memories also tried to bury him—memories he shoved away because they’d swamp him and ruin the mood.


  Em was so much like Janis in some ways. He wanted this to be about Em, about them, the three of them forming a new bond and new habits. She wouldn’t, couldn’t be Janis. No one could. Em could only be her and it’d be unfair to try to put her into that exact same role and not let her grow however she would, in whatever direction she would.


  With their arms around each other, and moaning into each other’s mouths, the two men rocked their hips in time with her movements until Garrison knew he was close, and knew from the sounds coming out of Jarred that he was close, too.


  She must have sensed it. She picked up the pace, apparently trying to get them over at the same time. Their pre-cum lubed her hands as she jacked their cocks and then—blessed, sweet release. His balls drew up tight, followed by that glorious feel of his cum exploding from him. Jarred was right behind him, her hands suddenly super slick against their flesh as she finished pumping every last drop out of them.


  The men let out sighs of relief. Garrison finally opened his eyes and looked up at her, where she smiled down at them. She held up her hands. “Guess you guys made a mess.”


  Whether she’d meant them to or not, they came pre-trained. They sat up in one unified, fluid motion, and each grabbed a hand and started licking and sucking their juices from her.


  When Garrison looked, her lower lip was caught under her teeth and she was intently watching them. He took the opportunity to swirl his tongue around her fingers, sucking, giving her a realistic preview of what he planned to do to her clit with his tongue once they all had test results back.


  “Wow,” she whispered. “Good boys.”


  The men grinned. “Thank you, Ma’am.”


  


  * * * *


  


  This felt so achingly sweet, so familiar to Jarred. Em was so similar to and yet so different than Janis.


  He suspected once she grew comfortable in the role that a lot of this would become second nature for her, taking them in hand, taking charge.


  Janis had specifically told them she didn’t want doormats—she wanted Alpha men, men who were strong enough to stand up to her and yet who chose to serve her. That was the fun for Janis, knowing she had not just one, but two guys would could easily take over and take her down, but who voluntarily wanted to serve her.


  There was nothing he loved more than making her smile.


  And he wanted to make Em smile, too.


  They all cleaned up and used the bathroom before cuddling together in bed, Em spooned between them.


  “That was amazing,” she said. “Who knew sex without actual sex could be so damned fun?”


  “Just wait until we introduce you to the Hitachi,” Jarred said.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  When the alarm went off Tuesday morning, Em wanted to reach over and slap at it. It took a moment to puncture through her brain fog that not only did the alarm sound weird, but there was a man-shaped blockage between her and rolling over to slap at the alarm clock.


  Garrison reached over and silenced it, rolling her on top of him to kiss her. “Good morning, Ma’am.”


  “Good morning.”


  An arm draped over her lower back and Jarred started nibbling on the nape of her neck. “Good morning, Ma’am.”


  She kissed him. “Good morning.”


  Jarred reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Em to Jarred. How are you feeling this morning? Be honest.”


  “A little achy in some really good ways.”


  Both men grinned. “That’s not what he meant,” Garrison said.


  “I’m…good.” She sat up, her hands resting on Garrison’s chest. “I think I could quickly get used to waking up like this every morning.” Her smile faded. “That scares me, because I don’t want to rush things and screw this up.”


  “We’re all adults,” Jarred said. “No judgment from us. Frankly, this is the first morning I’ve actually enjoyed opening my eyes in well over a year.”


  She reached down and stroked his cheek, feeling the stubble there. “What does a girl need to do to get a cup of coffee from her guys?”


  “Coming right up.” He bounced out of bed, butt naked, running for the door.


  Garrison laughed. “He must have forgotten to preset the coffeemaker. That’s his job. Usually it’s already on by now and you can smell it brewing.”


  She felt his cock rubbing against her ass and fought the urge to try to impale herself on it. Getting pregnant wasn’t something she wanted, and that was her primary worry.


  Reaching behind her, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft. “Morning wood?”


  “I have a hot woman sitting on top of me. It’s not just morning wood.”


  She reached over to the bedside table, opened the drawer, found what she was looking for, and grabbed a condom. After quickly opening it she sheathed him with it. “Then let’s take care of that for you.”


  He let out a moan as she went down on him, even the latex barrier no match for her lips, tongue, and fingers as his hands tangled in her hair. She was just getting him over and making him come when Jarred appeared in the doorway, a mug of coffee in his hand.


  “Here’s your—oh, good morning!” He set the mug on the table and climbed back into bed as she sat up, Garrison breathing heavy from his climax, his spent cock wilting in the condom.


  She reached over and grabbed another condom, quickly making Jarred moan and squirm under her as she gave him a blow job, too.


  Yeah, this was definitely a fun way to start her morning. Having two guys responding to her like this, under her control.


  It was fucking hot.


  Once she’d coaxed an orgasm out of Jarred and he’d filled the condom, the two men flipped her back on the bed, their lips each closing around her nipples as their hands unerringly found their way between her legs. One of them slid two, then three fingers into her now soaked pussy and began to finger-fuck her while the other focused his attention on her clit.


  She didn’t even care which one was where. She closed her eyes and moaned, her fingers fisting their hair and holding them in place as they teased and sucked on her nipples with their talented mouths.


  Damn. If they were this amazing and they hadn’t even gotten to oral or intercourse yet, she could only imagine the ride she was in for.


  “That’s it, boys,” she moaned. “Make me come.”


  They redoubled their efforts, working in finely coordinated tandem until she felt her release building, swelling, and she dug her fingers into their scalps as her orgasm exploded and she let out a cry.


  But they didn’t stop. They only eased back, coaxing a second climax out of her before they finally lifted their mouths from her nipples and looked up at her with matching satisfied smiles.


  Now stroking their heads, she kissed Garrison, then Jarred. “That was fricking amazing,” she said.


  “You’re welcome, Ma’am,” they parroted.


  Em giggled. “I think I could get used to that really fast.”


  “Good,” Garrison said. “Because we’re damn sure going to do everything we can to keep you happy and wanting more.”


  Unfortunately, she couldn’t stay in bed all day today. Garrison also had to get moving to his job. She grabbed a shower with him, Jarred getting breakfast ready for him and then coming to join her in the shower once Garrison left.


  “So how do I rate so far in comparison?” she asked.


  His expression grew serious. “We don’t think of it like that. You’re you. We have no expectations of you or whatever form our relationship takes other than what we’ve discussed.”


  “I…sorry. I guess that came out wrong.”


  He pulled her in for a hug. “You are an amazing woman. We’re grateful that you decided to take a chance on us.”


  “I think the gratitude is backward, but okay. I’m kind of getting the better deal here.” The last thing she wanted to do was be stupid and call this love before she even knew stuff about these men. Like their birthdays, their middle names.


  If they’d be able to put up with her mother for any length of time.


  “What do you want to do about tonight?” he asked. “We are at your total disposal.”


  “I’m kind of hoping for a repeat of last night. I guess if I offer to cook for you, you won’t let me, will you?”


  “I let you make me lunch yesterday.” He smiled.


  “That’s not what I mean. And don’t think I don’t know if you were familiar with my kitchen that you wouldn’t have been making me sit down and watch you doing it.”


  “Totally busted. Wow. Didn’t take you long to get my number, huh?”


  “So what are you doing today?”


  “Up to IKEA in Tampa to order the kitchen. I don’t know what their backlog is on installation, and I want this handled so we aren’t without a kitchen when we move in.”


  “You can always come use mine.” She pressed her body against his. “Or, if my parents have moved out by then, you can just stay with me.”


  “You sound like a woman who’s made up her mind.”


  “I thought that’s what you wanted?”


  “That was not a complaint, Ma’am. I don’t want you to think I’m rushing you.”


  “You’re not rushing me. I’m forty-two. I’m tired of meandering through life without a purpose.”


  He cocked his head at her. “No way.”


  “What?”


  “You’re forty-two?”


  “Yeah? Why?”


  He smiled. “I thought you were younger than me. I’m thirty-eight. Oooh, does that make you a cougar? I think that’s sexy.”


  “I think we’d need more than a four-year spread to make me a cougar. How old is Garrison?”


  “Forty-three. He’s got one up on you.”


  “I’ve got one up on what?” Garrison asked from in the bathroom.


  She stuck her head out the shower curtain. “You’re a year older than me.”


  “Cool.” He leaned in to kiss her, and then Jarred. “I’m out of here. Let me know what the plan is for tonight.”


  “We’ll grab dinner this time,” she said. “You just get yourself home safely.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.” The playful gleam in his eyes threatened to start her tingling again down below, and she really was starting to push the envelope in terms of running late. After slacking off yesterday, despite the work she had gotten done at Jarred’s, she really needed to apply herself today.


  Jarred made it out of the shower first, and by the time she was dressed and had made it to the kitchen, he already had breakfast underway for her.


  “You don’t have to cook for me every morning. Seriously. I usually just have a bagel or something.”


  He leaned in and brushed a kiss across her lips. “I like doing this. I know it won’t be every morning, but let me enjoy this, please, Ma’am.”


  That word. Something about it…


  She didn’t know why, but the way the men said it, it felt comforting. Comfortable. Like she finally had a safety net for the first time in her adult life.


  Not just one, but two guys who’d lovingly catch her if she fell.


  I could get used to this.


  Or, maybe she already was.


  


  * * * *


  


  The last thing Jarred had expected that morning was sexytime with Em. No complaints, obviously, but she seemed a woman who knew her own mind and wasn’t afraid to express it.


  Thank goodness.


  Yes, it was desperately hard not to try to think ahead, to dream, to wish.


  To not remember how things had been with Janis and hope Em could step into those shoes.


  Em was a totally different person with different life experiences and pretty much zero experience with BDSM. He’d have to let her find her own way through this, define what she wanted from them.


  At least we’re switchy and can do that kind of stuff for each other.


  It was just not quite the same, though, with Garrison beating his ass, as it had been…


  Submitting to Janis had felt different, way different, than bottoming to Garrison. It was sometimes much more difficult for him to fall into subspace.


  Unlike Janis, who could grab him by the ear, bend his head down to her lips, and whisper a few words to send him spiraling out of control into that sweet, hazy state of mind.


  Who’s my good boy?


  Who owns that sweet ass of yours?


  Whose hard cock is that?


  What lucky boy gets to worship and serve me?


  Combined with her raking her nails along his scalp and grabbing a handful of hair, it was enough to have him wanting to drop to his knees in front of her.


  Turning his brain off.


  Forgetting everything that had happened during his shift at work.


  Giving her a chance to set aside her job responsibilities and focus only on them.


  A way for them all to unplug from the world and plug into each other.


  Even the times when she used one of them to dominate the other when she felt too tired to do the physical part of it, it was still her, directing and controlling them and what they did as she enjoyed watching them together.


  Even then it was still good.


  I’m such a fucking moron.


  She’d been sick for a while, apparently. He’d let her put him off with stupid excuses that had made sense at the time but in retrospect were neon red warning signs he should have paid attention to. The fatigue, which she blamed on work and on seasonal allergies. The backaches she blamed on a bad office chair or hunching over her computer at work. And more.


  After breakfast, he grabbed Em’s things before she could and got them loaded into the car for her. As he held the car door open for her, she paused and leaned in for a kiss.


  Then she reached up and stroked his hair. “Good boy.”


  He simultaneously wanted to drop to his knees in front of her and burst into happy tears. Both urges which he successfully clamped down on.


  “Thank you, Ma’am.”


  She gave him a smile he knew he’d quickly come to kill and die for before she slid into the passenger seat.


  Breathing out a happy sigh, he closed her door and headed around to the other side to drive her home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison drove into work in a haze of thoughts and emotions. Could they have really stumbled across someone perfect for them?


  Janis would laugh her ass off over the circumstances.


  The irony that they’d met Em because her mom had called the law on them.


  He didn’t have any religious beliefs, and usually wasn’t a believer in “signs,” but maybe this coincidence was exactly what they’d needed to jumpstart them back into the land of the living.


  They’d been merely existing, putting one foot in front of the other while holding each other up so they didn’t fall.


  Keeping each other going.


  A new house, a new relationship, reconnecting with their friends.


  The hat-trick of emotional recovery?


  Maybe.


  He wasn’t naive enough to claim undying love to Em, or bet all his hopes on this working out long-term. He was going to focus on the now, on what they had, on enjoying this. Even if it didn’t work out with her, it was finally a tangible sign that yes, they could meet someone and move on, finally emerging from the worst of their grief to find a path toward healing.


  He pulled into his usual parking spot and headed in to his office. He had an hour before his first class and had some papers he needed to grade. While a lot of the assignments were submitted through e-mail, he liked to make his students submit printed or handwritten assignments from time to time to keep them on their toes. Last night he had planned on grading some of them, but the distraction and subsequent falling behind was well worth it.


  Em was worth it.


  Crazy mom or not, he didn’t care. Em was an adult with a solid head on her shoulders. As long as her mom didn’t try to come after them with a gun or something, he was willing to turn a blind eye to that. He wanted to pursue a relationship with Em, not her mom.


  Considering Janis had cut off all contact with her family of origin, it was an ironic problem to contend with.


  He was good with that.


  Real good.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  On the way to her house, Em texted Mitchell that she was running a little late, but was still coming in.


  Almost immediately, he texted back.


  Can you talk?


  She knew exactly what that would mean. He’d want all the dirty details, and she didn’t want to have that convo right in front of Jarred.


  When I get in.


  Mitchell replied.


  :( Spoilsport.


  She also had to talk to her dad, if he was home, and find out how her mom was doing and when they could visit her. If they had any answers yet.


  Jarred reached over and laced fingers with her. “Are you all right?”


  She squeezed his hand. “In some ways, I think I’m better than I have been for years.”


  “Worried about your mom?”


  “Yeah. You’re spooky.”


  “It was actually a pretty logical conclusion.” He glanced over at her. “If we need to change tonight’s plans because of her, it won’t hurt our feelings. You need to do what you need to do. We understand that.”


  “Unless Dad tells me different, tonight’s still on. Why? You trying to weasel out on me?” she teased.


  “Not at all, Ma’am. Just wanted you to know that we understand some things have to come first. Family and work need to be a priority.”


  “I’ve spent the past couple of years putting everyone else first. Unless Dad tells me differently, I’m working on the assumption tonight is still on. I feel bad we didn’t communicate better about this before. We might have been able to force her into a showdown sooner. Get her help before it turned so ugly.”


  “You didn’t realize she had a tangible problem that was treatable.”


  “But I kind of had that nagging little inner voice, you know? Then it was easier to throw myself into my work and try to ignore her and her antics and avoid confrontations.”


  “I still can’t believe she told that guy he needed to wax his back.”


  “Looking back on it, past my initial shock and horror and disbelief she’d even said it, it kind of makes a weird sort of sense. Like maybe she was trying to keep me isolated. Knowing if I had a relationship, it would take some of my attention from her. Work was one thing. She didn’t really mess with that unless it was when I was trying to work from home. Like she didn’t get that just because I was home didn’t mean I wasn’t working. But if I was physically at work, she usually didn’t bother me.”


  “It does make sense. Let me know what your dad says.”


  “I will.”


  Her dad’s car was there when Jarred pulled into his yard and parked next to the Dumpster. He grabbed her overnight bag and laptop case before she could and followed her to her front door.


  “Come on in and say hi to Dad.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yep. Might be easier this way. Get him used to this.”


  “Okay.”


  She let them in and found her dad sitting at the table with the newspaper and a cup of coffee.


  “Good morning, sweetheart,” he said, sounding…happier than she remembered hearing him for a while.


  “How’s Mom doing?” she asked. Jarred set her things on the couch for her.


  Her dad leaned back in his chair. “Pissed off and already called me twice this morning and demanded I get her out of there. I told her the faster she lets the doctors do their job and figure this out, the faster she’ll get discharged. But that she’s staying in there until the doctor declares her ready to come home.”


  She walked over to the kitchen, Jarred following her. “Dad, you kind of already met. This is Jarred Ilsen. He inherited the house next door. He and Garrison are going to move in once they get it ready.”


  Her dad stood and approached, extending his hand. “Nice to meet you, son. Sorry about the excitement yesterday.” He looked at Em. “I take it you spent the night with him last night?”


  “Yeah.” That wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the whole truth. “And probably tonight, too, unless you tell me otherwise.”


  “No reason for you to change your plans, honey. Hope you have fun. You’ve earned it with all you’ve put up with over the past three years.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” She glanced at the time on her phone. “Shoot, I’m late. Let me walk you to the door.”


  On the front porch, she pulled Jarred in for a kiss. “I guess the same plan for tonight as last night then, huh? As long as you don’t mind driving me back here tomorrow morning.”


  “Of course I don’t mind. It’s silly to take two cars.” He brought her right hand to his lips and kissed it. “And I like having the opportunity to drive you. It’s my week off. I won’t be able to do this all the time.”


  “Okay. Thanks.” Unable to let him go just yet, she hooked a finger in the collar of his T-shirt and pulled him in for one more kiss. “Text me when you get to IKEA, huh?”


  “Yes, Ma’am. Would you like me to send you pics of my top choices so you can see them before I decide?”


  “If you want to.”


  He smiled. “I do.”


  “Maybe grab some extra condoms during your travels today.”


  His smile widened. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  She returned inside, where her dad was once again sitting at the table.


  He wore a playful smile.


  She went to refill her travel mug of coffee from the pot on the counter. “What’s that smile for?”


  “Nothing. Except you look happy.”


  “I am happy.”


  “Can I ask a personal question? And feel free to tell me it’s none of my business.”


  “Sure.”


  “I couldn’t help but notice he’s wearing a wedding band.”


  “He’s widowed.” It was totally the truth.


  Just not the total truth.


  She’d wait to drop that on him until she knew for sure this was going to last.


  “Oh. Gotcha. Sorry.” He sat back and looked at her. “Not trying to pry. Just…curious. Feel free to tell me to shut up.”


  She leaned over and kissed the top of his head. “Dad, I don’t mind your questions, because I get it. I also know you won’t hound me.”


  “He seems nice.”


  “He is.”


  He raised one eyebrow, the question silent.


  She laughed, unable to help it. “I don’t know where this will go.”


  “I hope it keeps going,” he said.


  “Yeah, well, remember that when Mom gets on my case.”


  He shook his head. “That won’t be an issue. We are moving out. I should have everything finalized by the end of the week.”


  “How long are they keeping her in the hospital?”


  “At least a week. Likely longer, depending on how stubborn she is. They might transfer her to an inpatient psychiatric clinic once they have better answers, so they can monitor her in an environment specially suited for that kind of treatment.”


  “That’ll piss her off.”


  “Probably.” He shrugged. “Right now, I don’t care. The thought of actually getting my wife and my life back to something approaching normal is worth whatever aggravation she’ll put me through to make it happen. I’ve made up my mind that if she wants to stay married to me, she’s going to have to put in some effort. I’ve hit the end of my rope and I’m not caving anymore.”


  “I didn’t realize it’d gotten so bad between you.”


  “I love her. Don’t get me wrong. But life is short and getting shorter by the day, and there comes a point where a man has to decide if he wants to spend the rest of his life in a daily fight for peace or wants to go grab it himself and hold on to it. I’m done fighting. If she loves me and this family, it’s time for her to start fighting for it instead of fighting against all of us.”


  “True.” She capped her travel mug and gave him one last hug. “Love you, Dad. Keep me posted.”


  “Sure thing. Don’t worry about me tonight.”


  “More naked TV watching?”


  He laughed. “Okay, so I wore shorts.”


  “That’s good to know. Otherwise, I was going to give you my couch when you move.”


  She dumped her overnight bag in her bedroom before heading to the car and leaving for work. On the way there, she heard her phone ring and while she didn’t recognize the local number, she went ahead and answered it anyway. Sometimes customers called her on her cell.


  “Em Woodland.”


  “Hey, this is Corey Shatlin from the property management company.”


  She had to think for a moment. “Oh, hey. You received my rent payment, right?”


  “Yes, that’s not why I’m calling. Do you have a minute to chat?”


  “Um, sure. I’m just driving to work.”


  By the time she reached work, Em was off the call and she sat in the parking lot for a moment, deep in thought.


  Shit.


  When her lease came due in a couple of months, she’d either have to buy the house, or move, because the owners were going to sell it one way or another.


  Son of a bitch.


  Considering she’d rented it for several years, the owners were willing to give her first refusal on it at a below-market-value price. A very fair price. They’d owned the house for years and didn’t have a mortgage on it. If they listed it for sale, they’d be asking at least fifty grand more, and they’d easily get that in her neighborhood.


  She’d have to make her decision before they signed a contract with the real estate agent to handle the sale, or they’d have to charge her more to cover the agent’s commission and closing costs. If she wanted to buy it, the property management company would handle the paperwork for a two-hundred dollar flat fee, plus the paperwork filing charges.


  Yes, she knew with her good credit and savings that she’d easily be able to get a mortgage and buy the house and not have to move. Or be able to buy it and then turn around and flip it, if she wanted, and make a tidy profit without even trying.


  The irony didn’t escape her that she’d been giving serious thought to moving out and turning it over to her parents. Now faced with being forced to make a decision, however, she didn’t want to.


  So much for my good morning.


  Mitchell silently fell into step behind her from when she walked through the front door. She felt his pleased grin burning a hole between her shoulder blades all the way to her office, where he closed the door behind them and plopped down into one of the chairs while she got her laptop set up.


  “Gonna start calling you the Cheshire Cat,” she grumbled.


  His smile faded. “Wait, what’s going on? What happened? Is your mom okay?”


  “I was doing damn great until I got a call on my way in.” She told him about her now mandatory decision regarding her living arrangements.


  “Ah. Well, that’s one way to force your mom into moving. Rent a little studio apartment for six months or something.”


  “Not funny.”


  “I wasn’t kidding. Hell, come live with us. Once your parents have their own place, get yourself a new place.”


  “I didn’t need this this morning. It was going so well until that phone call.”


  “So back up and tell me what’s happening.”


  She started with the quick version of her mom’s situation. Then backtracked to detail, somewhat, her night with Jarred and Garrison, including their plans to repeat it that night.


  “Oooh, girl.” He grinned. “Finally, something good to celebrate.”


  “Maybe. We’ll see where it goes.”


  “Honey, I know you. You don’t just randomly jump into a hook-up unless you think it might have the potential to lead somewhere permanent.”


  “So how do you explain some of my earlier bad choices?”


  “Those weren’t your fault. They were lying shits. You are not just a random hook-up kind of girl. Which isn’t a bad thing. I have a good feeling about those two.”


  “You don’t even know them.”


  “So invite them over. Tomorrow night, our place, dinner.” He stood, turning back to her with a grin. “Eh, gonna pull friend and boss rank. That was an order. Eight o’clock.” He left her office, shutting the door behind him.


  She sat back in her chair. If there was anyone she wouldn’t disobey, it was Mitchell and Brent. They’d earned the right over the years, as friends and adopted family, to issue her orders that she’d follow through with.


  She opted to call Jarred with that info.


  He chuckled. “Well, guess we have dinner tomorrow planned for us, huh?”


  “Yep. Will Garrison be okay with that?”


  “Absolutely. I was just getting ready to head out to IKEA, so I’ll be on the road.”


  “Text me when you get there. And pictures.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Closing her eyes, she could picture the smile he wore, just from his tone of voice. That scared her in the good way, that she already was tuned in to him like that.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  Confusion colored his tone. “For what?”


  “For not being angry with me when my mom called the cops.”


  “Honestly? I kind of feel grateful she did. We might not be here at this place if she hadn’t.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There was something still off about Em’s tone, though. “What’s going on?” Jarred asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  “I’ve got to shit or get off the pot.” She told him about the call from the property manager.


  The comment popped out of his mouth before he could really think about the ramifications. “If you decide not to buy the house, you could always move in with us. That’s another way to make sure your mom doesn’t want to move in.”


  From her momentary silence, he thought maybe he’d crossed a line, pushed too hard. “Em?”


  “You don’t really know me that well.”


  “What’s the worst that can happen? Stuff doesn’t work out, you live in the guest room until you decide your next move.”


  “I honestly don’t know what I want to do yet,” she admitted. “I knew they’d been thinking about selling the house, but I’d kind of shoved it out of my mind as a reality.”


  “Then buy it. It sounds like a good deal.”


  “I don’t know if I want to. Renting, if something breaks, I call the management company and they send someone out. It’s an older house. It’s in pretty good shape, but I don’t know about the roof, if it’ll need to be replaced soon.”


  “Then don’t buy it.”


  “But I’m getting to the age maybe I should look at my future. And it’s a really good price.”


  “Then buy it.”


  She laughed. “You’re not helping.”


  “I know, but it’s your call.”


  “What would you do?”


  He sighed. “I’m not the best person to ask. I think most of my decision to rehab the house and live here was due to meeting you.”


  She went quiet again.


  “Em?”


  “Yeah,” she softly said.


  “Did I just freak you out?”


  “No.”


  “I mean, no pressure. Don’t buy your house just because of us living next door.”


  “I won’t.” Another pause. “You really mean it about moving in, and if it doesn’t work I can just rent a bedroom from you?”


  His heart raced. “Absolutely. When do you have to give them an answer?”


  “I’ve got at least a month to think about it before I need to really buckle down and decide.”


  “Okay. So we spend the next month getting to know each other better, the three of us, and then we can revisit the discussion. Right?”


  She sounded relieved. “Right.”


  “No pressure.”


  “This is such a weird position for me to be in. I mean, all of this at once. It’s nuts.”


  “All the more reason we table the discussion. You might hate us in a week.”


  “I doubt that. More like you’ll be sick of my crazy family in a week.”


  “Ma’am, trust me, it’ll take far more than a crazy family to scare us off. And even if it did scare us off, it would mean we’re not worthy of you, right?”


  “I am so scared right now. I feel like I’ve been shoved to the top of a cliff and I can’t see which way to jump to stay safe.”


  “If you jump, we’ll catch you. I promise.”


  “You can’t make me that promise yet.”


  “Yes, I can. We both can. You have to take your time to decide if we’re what you want, though.”


  After they got off the phone Jarred stood there for a moment, deep in thought. He caught sight of the wedding band on his hand.


  He’d sworn he’d wear it unless or until someone else caught his heart. Or until Garrison finally said yes and let him marry him. Even then, he’d planned to always wear it on his right hand, a reminder of her.


  She’d wanted them to move on, to be happy. He’d always hoped that she’d pull through, they’d find a donor match, and they’d get their happily ever after.


  It hadn’t been in the cards.


  But for all those years they’d had together, he’d never been happier. And once they’d lost her, he’d never thought he’d be that happy again, no matter what he’d promised her.


  Em was a chance for that happiness.


  And he’d do whatever he could to try to show her how good it could be. Because if he didn’t, he wasn’t sure he’d be lucky enough to find a third chance.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Between burying her mind in her work and enjoying the diversion of exchanging texts with Jarred once he reached IKEA and began the process of picking out a new kitchen, Em had a thought that she decided she should follow up.


  She logged into her personal e-mail and sent a message to Tilly, including her cell phone number and asking if they could talk.


  Tilly called her a few minutes later. “What’s up?”


  “This isn’t inconvenient?”


  “I wouldn’t be calling if it was. What’s on your mind?”


  Before Em realized it, she was spilling her whole story to Tilly, everything, including the stuff going on with her mom.


  “The bottom line is, I don’t know what to do,” Em finished.


  “I like Jarred’s idea of waiting a month to decide. And quit feeling guilty about your mom.”


  “That’s not what I mean. I mean what if I can’t do any of this stuff for them?”


  “Well, do you like what you’re doing now?”


  “I don’t know. We just got together. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing.”


  “See, that’s where people get tripped up. Thinking they have to do anything. The first thing to keep in mind is if you’re having fun, and then if you’re getting what you need from what you’re doing. As long as everyone’s safe, and consenting adults, those are the two biggies.”


  “What if six months from now I realize I can’t do…you know, other stuff for them.”


  “You guys going to be at the party this weekend?”


  “I don’t know. What party?”


  “Whoops. I’m sure I saw Jarred and Garrison on the invite list. I’ll call Loren and make sure Ross has you guys on there. This Saturday night, private party. Even if my guys don’t want to go, I’ll come and we can talk some more. Maybe even show you some stuff, if you feel up to it. I know it sounds scary right now, but chances are all those two need from you is for you to be your normally strong self. Just don’t go looking at FetLife until we get a chance to talk.”


  “What is that, anyway? I heard the guys mention it.”


  Tilly laughed. “It’s either the greatest thing for kinksters since Facebook was created, or it’s every worst nightmare for some people who aren’t even sure what they want out of this lifestyle. I’m serious. Avoid it for now.”


  Em wasn’t sure how to ask this other than to ask it. “The guys said they played with you before. What did that mean? Like…sex?”


  “Oh, no. No sex with them. I topped them as friends. I spent some time as a pro-Domme. Very choosy about my clients. Made a decent living at it, too. The guys came into the local scene literally within like a week apart from each other. They came to the munches, and we liked them, so they got invited to private parties. I worked with them some, played with them as friends, not as clients, because they weren’t even sure what they liked or wanted. Then at one private party they met Janis, and I sort of hooked the three of them up with each other, and they ended up hitting it off.”


  “Was she a friend of yours?”


  “We weren’t besties, if that’s what you mean. I liked her and she liked me, I guess. We talked quite a bit at the events. But we usually only saw Janis at private parties because of her job.”


  Tilly’s voice changed, subdued. “She’d asked the guys to keep her illness quiet when it developed. She didn’t want a bunch of people fussing over her. But by the time they realized just how bad it was, then it was too late and we lost her.”


  “Do you think she would have had a problem with me and the guys?”


  “Well, if she was alive, yeah,” Tilly joked. Em recognized the snark as an attempt to inject some humor into a dark topic. “But no, she loved them. I got to talk to her before she passed and she asked me to try to keep an eye on them, if they’d let me. But they withdrew from the community. I kept in touch with them through e-mail and calls, but they needed some space to process and recover. Ross kept them on the private party list, and every time I kept hoping Loren would call me and tell me they finally RSVP’d as coming to one of them. They didn’t even come out to the munches. Everyone grieves in their own way.”


  “Any advice in the meantime?”


  “Yeah. Have fun. Life is too damned short not to. And we’ll see you Saturday night.”


  Em laughed. “That sounds like an order.”


  “Nah, I can’t order you to do anything. But the offer is there.”


  “As long as the guys say yes.”


  “Wow. You really are new at this Dominant stuff. That’s kind of the point, you tell them you three are going to the party, and they say, ‘Yes, Ma’am.’”


  “Ah. Oh!”


  “That was lesson one, grasshopper. Feel free to text me between now and then if you have other questions. I might be in meetings but I’ll call you back as soon as I can.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Oh. One more thing.” Tilly’s tone softened, grew melancholy. “As far as I know, they’re really nice guys. I can’t say I’m their closest friend, but I will personally vouch for them. I’m not willing to stick my neck out like that for just anyone, either.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate that.”


  When she ended the call, Em stared at her rose quartz egg. Leaning forward, she picked it up and sat back again, slowly rolling the egg back and forth between her palms, the cool, smooth stone soothing her.


  I really like them.


  They’re not asking me to do anything, so far, that I can’t live with.


  Mitchell, Brent, and my dad seem to like them. Well, Dad likes Jarred.


  Whether her dad would still be on board with things when he found out the full truth was another matter entirely.


  And Chelbie seemed to like them.


  A few minutes later, an e-mail arrived from Tilly, forwarded from someone else, CC’d to Jarred and Garrison, and with a note from Tilly added at the top.


  You guys are in. See you Saturday! - Til.


  She texted Jarred.


  We’re going to a party Saturday night.


  He replied a few minutes later.


  So I see. How did you find out about it?


  She hoped they didn’t mind her reaching out.


  Tilly told me.


  Her phone rang a moment later. “I should have guessed.” He didn’t sound upset.


  “Is it okay?”


  “We’re free. I have to work, but I’ll be home in time. It’s your call, Ma’am. If you feel up to going, we’ll go.”


  “I’d like to go. I think I need to go. Especially if I’m on a countdown now.”


  “Don’t feel pressured just because of that.”


  “Not just because of that. I feel I need to get my ass in gear. Like I’ve been stuck in neutral for a couple of years. I’m ready to have a direction and make progress.”


  “Then we’ll go. I’m heading back to Sarasota now.”


  “When’s the kitchen getting installed?”


  “Four weeks. That gives me time to get the old cabinets out, get the walls painted, and the flooring installed. Meaning they should be able to get everything knocked out in one day, although they scheduled two. That means I can put in for the time off.”


  “Well, if there’s trouble getting the time off, I can stay there during the day for you while they’re there. I have Wi-Fi. I’m good.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind, Ma’am.”


  “Which finish and doors did you pick?”


  “The ones you liked the best.” She hesitated for so long, he spoke. “Ma’am?”


  “It’s your kitchen, though.”


  “Yeah, and it was one of my finalists. I couldn’t decide. You did. I’m good with that.”


  She wasn’t sure she was. “What if you hate it?”


  “I won’t, but if I do, it doesn’t matter.”


  “Uh, yeah, it does.”


  “No, it doesn’t. You’ve got to remember I have my priorities set so it’s the people in my life I care about first. I could care less about a kitchen. As long as it’s functional and not disgusting, it’s irrelevant. I’ll live with it.”


  She hadn’t thought about it like that. “Drive safe. I’ll see you later.”


  “Roger roger. I mean, yes, Ma’am.”


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time Em left work a little after five that afternoon, she had flip-flopped over a dozen times about buying her house or not. At least she’d remembered to call her doctor and arrange for an appointment to go in Thursday morning and have her blood tests done and get a new prescription for the pill.


  That she’d remembered to do that was a miracle in and of itself. They were in the final prep stages of a huge estate sale and auction they’d be running in a couple of weeks and had a massive planning session that afternoon to make sure the final details were in place.


  Jarred’s car was parked next door, but she resisted the urge to go straight over there. Her dad wasn’t home when Em arrived, so she called his cell.


  “What’s up?” he asked.


  “You tell me. How’s Mom?”


  “They had to sedate her again this afternoon. She threatened the staff.”


  He said it so matter-of-factly that she wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. “Come again?”


  “Sedated. She pitched a holy temper tantrum when they refused to release her. She told the nurse and the CNA that she’d kill them if they came near her. That got her sedated.”


  “Crap.” She rubbed at her forehead. “Want me to come in?”


  “Nope. Besides, I’m not there. I just finished up at the lawyer’s office and I’m getting ready to pull out of here.”


  “Lawyer?”


  “We had an emergency hearing this afternoon to keep her involuntarily committed until the doctor clears her.”


  “What? Why didn’t you tell me? Do Don and Amy know?”


  “Because there wasn’t anything for you to do, and not yet, no. I’m going to call them tonight after I’m home.”


  “Dad, this is serious.”


  “Tell me about it. But it’s good, because she can’t just sign herself out and walk out of there now. She’s going to have to stay there and get the help she needs.”


  Here Em had been looking forward to getting laid again that night, and her mom was still in the hospital. “Can we go visit her?”


  “Not yet. She’s too agitated. The doctor strongly warned against me visiting her just yet. She gets upset at me because I won’t get her out of there, then she turns her aggression toward me. He said if you kids come in before they get her stabilized, she’s liable to do the same thing to you. I don’t want her mad at you.”


  “She’s probably already mad at me.”


  “I mean it. I signed paperwork allowing the doctor to talk to you three, so if you want to call him or his nurse and talk to him about it, go ahead.”


  “No, I mean…” The pressure in her forehead was threatening to turn into a full-blown headache. “If that’s what he says, I’ll listen. I want her to get better as soon as possible. I don’t want to do anything to set her back.”


  “Exactly. She’s really indignant because she found out they tested her for drug use.” He let out a laugh that didn’t fool Em in the slightest. “It’s routine, because some drugs can cause problems. If she was in withdrawal, of course, they needed to know that, too.”


  “Of course.”


  “Boy, did it piss her off, though. She accused me of doping her without her knowledge.”


  “I wish we could have,” she muttered.


  “I know, right?” He sighed. “This is rocky and bumpy, and it’s for the best. I’m feeling better now that I know it’s probably something we can treat and stabilize with medication.”


  “True.”


  “Go have fun tonight. Enjoy yourself and stay safe. If anything changes, I’ll call you from my cell. Love you.”


  “Thanks, Dad. Love you, too.”


  She ended the call and headed to her bedroom. He had a point. If her presence there would only inflame her mom’s condition, she didn’t want to do that.


  It was better for her to follow her dad’s instructions.


  Enjoying herself was definitely on the agenda tonight.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred fought the urge to hurry over to Em’s house as soon as he saw her arrive. About twenty minutes later, she emerged from the house, carrying her overnight bag and laptop case.


  He raced out the front door and met her halfway, taking them from her. “Why are you being so stubborn about this, Ma’am?”


  She leaned in for a kiss. “Because it’s funny how worked up you get over it.” She smiled.


  He hung his head. “Is it that obvious?”


  “Yes. I think it’s adorable.”


  “So you’re already exploring your sadistic side, hmm?”


  “Is that what I’m doing?”


  “Sure seems like it.” He fell into step behind her. “Everything all right with your mom?”


  She seemed to deflate a little, to the point he regretted bringing it up. “Long story. She’s still in the hospital.”


  He loaded her stuff in his car before leading the way back into the house as she repeated what her dad told her.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. It’s—wow. You’ve been busy.”


  He’d already removed the center island that had been in the kitchen and had tossed the pieces in the Dumpster.


  “Yeah. The faster I get this done, the closer we get to moving in. I’m going to tell the management office at our complex that we won’t be renewing our lease so they can prepare to refund our security deposit.”


  “What are we picking up for dinner?” she asked.


  “That’s your call.”


  “Are you going to throw every decision back on me like that?” She leaned against the counter. “I don’t think I have the energy for that. Especially not right now.”


  He pulled her in for a hug. “Then you tell me it’s my choice to make.”


  “I thought that’s what I asked you to do to start with.”


  He knew tonight was not the night to parse semantics with her. He could feel how emotionally drained she was. “Sorry, Ma’am, I misunderstood. How do you feel about Greek food?”


  “Love it. I’ll take a gyro, please. And a Greek salad.”


  “I know a place we can stop and get takeout on the way home.”


  She snuggled closer. “Sounds great. I’m paying.”


  He pressed a kiss to her forehead “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Too fast, too hard, too much.


  He knew Garrison would scold him for it later when he related the exchange to him. She wasn’t Janis, and they needed to fine-tune their communication skills to Em’s personality.


  Janis would have either specifically told him to handle dinner, or would have told him what kind of food she wanted. Crystal clear.


  This was a new process for Em, and a new dynamic for him and Garrison to get used to with her.


  They’d have to get to know her as much as she’d have to get to know them.


  Janis, used to working with cops and dealing with the media and the public, had a very direct way of speaking, even about personal issues. Cut and dry. It was something that had carried over with the men. Even after losing her, they still communicated like that.


  He suspected he and Garrison both would have to get used to this.


  But it wasn’t exactly an unwelcome problem to have.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  The last thing Em wanted to do was think about her family problems. Worrying about her mother would overtake her life if she let it, and she knew that. Considering her own father had specifically told her to enjoy tonight, she would do her best to follow orders without a shred of guilt.


  At least, that’s what she told herself.


  After she and Jarred put in their order and sat at a table with a couple of takeout cups of iced tea, it scared her how comfortable this whole situation already felt.


  Like maybe she was taking the easy way out.


  Was she trading one dysfunctional mess for another, only of her own creation?


  She hoped not.


  Jarred reached across the table and gently took her hand in both of his. “Talk to me, Em.”


  That was another thing. God, he was so spooky in the good way. Both men seemed to be.


  “Same shit, different day. My mom. Now the house. And I hope the three of us aren’t rushing into this so fast because we’re all eager to escape what we’ve got right now.”


  “I’m not eager to escape anything,” he said, his tone gentle. “I love Garrison. I hope things work out between the three of us. If it doesn’t, I still have Garrison.”


  “People always warn about jumping into a relationship headfirst.”


  “I’m not asking you to marry me. We’re not asking you to pledge undying love to us. We’re not begging you to declare permanent ownership of us. We’re happy to take this one day at a time. We’re all adults here.”


  She slowly nodded, running her fingers along his wedding band. “I want to do her justice,” she finally said. “I want to be worthy of you guys.”


  “Please stop thinking like that. You aren’t her. You’re a different person. Not saying that Gare and I won’t screw up from time to time. Like earlier when we discussed dinner. That’s just normal relationship growing pains as we get to know each other. We might fall into old behavior patterns because it’s a habit or comforting, but it doesn’t mean we’re comparing you to her or expecting you to be anyone but yourself.”


  “I feel like I’m running away from my problems. Don’t want to buy a house? Don’t want to deal with my mom? Boom, insta-love.”


  “I was nervous when Garrison and I started playing with Janis. I was worried she might pick him over me, or that I wasn’t good enough. The two of us were friends, but we were both new to the lifestyle.”


  He lightly stroked her hands. “When she started playing with us, I had no idea what would happen or where it would lead. If she’d want to keep playing with both of us, or if she’d pick one of us over the other. Then she told us that she wouldn’t decide between us. And that she wanted more than just play with us.


  “So we had to make a decision, all or nothing. We had become friends first, doing things like going to the movies or having dinner together or hanging out. Beyond the play and the kink, we were people who’d quickly become friends. Above all else, she didn’t want to risk losing our friendship. It had to be all three of us together in the kinky stuff, or the three of us being just friends.”


  “That sounds like a scary decision to make.”


  “It was. Not as much for me as for Garrison. It wasn’t easy for him at first. A lot of talking. I wasn’t sure he’d want to go all the way. There was some anger and tears and kissing and making up. And it was absolutely worth it. I’d do it all over again, and I think it’s safe to say he would, too. Having said that, it’s why I can honestly say that, no matter how scared I am, I’m willing to risk it. Because what could be waiting for us on the other end is damn sure worth the risk. I know we’ll at the very least be friends. I also won’t deny we’re greedy and want more than that with you for the long-haul.”


  Their order was ready, the cashier calling them up.


  He squeezed her hands one more time before he let go, stood, and offered her a hand. “Ma’am?”


  She smiled as she sat back. “I already paid for it. You can get it.”


  His smile widened. “I’ll be right back.”


  That smile did something to her. That such a simple thing could give him joy.


  Was it worth at least trying?


  She thought about it as she watched him retrieve their order from the cashier.


  Hell, yeah, it’s worth it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Garrison had already returned home by the time they arrived at the men’s apartment. He’d set the table in anticipation of their return since Jarred had texted him they were on the way. In fact, Garrison was standing outside waiting when they pulled up, so Em didn’t have to carry anything from the car.


  “Glad we didn’t scare you off,” Garrison joked as he greeted her with a kiss.


  “You guys have been like a steady rock in a crazy ocean.”


  “What?”


  “More mom stuff,” Jarred said as he grabbed the food from the back seat.


  Garrison helped Jarred set the food out before holding Em’s chair for her.


  “My dad told me they had a hearing today,” she said once they were all seated. “Mom’s officially on an involuntary hold. She threatened the hospital staff.”


  “Wow. I’m sorry.”


  Garrison thought Em looked exhausted, drained. “Yeah, me, too. I can’t go visit right now, either. None of us can, until she’s stable.”


  “If you just want to hang out tonight—”


  “Oh, no. I want my brain kept busy.” She leaned over to give him a kiss. “I don’t want to think.”


  “We can take care of that for you, too, Ma’am.”


  After dinner they took a shower together, the men slowly exploring her body, pampering her, teasing her, her teasing them right back.


  It’d been so long. Not that he would knock having Jarred as a romantic partner, but it was nice having a woman between them again.


  Really nice.


  As in the he was worried he was already falling in love with her kind of nice.


  By the time they made it to the bed, Garrison knew if someone breathed just right on his cock it would probably explode. Hell, at this point, Garrison was willing to use a condom and take a risk on Em, if she wanted to take a risk on them. He knew the two of them were clean, even though they were both scheduled to go in next week for tests. He would gladly go down on her, just to hear her moaning, feel her hands fisting his hair as he made her come.


  Give her even more reasons to want to keep coming back to them.


  Fuck it.


  He shoved her thighs apart and dove between them, swiping his tongue over her clit and nearly coming right there when she reached down and grabbed a handful of hair and held on tight, preventing him from stopping.


  Not that he wanted to.


  Especially not when she let out a loud moan that was suddenly muffled by Jarred kissing her. She arched her back, rocking her hips against Garrison’s mouth as she firmly held his head in place.


  He hooked his arms around her thighs and happily buried his face in her pussy, teasing her, not letting her get over the edge, wanting to show her how damn good this could be.


  Wanting her to fully absorb the ramifications of having two guys who would happily make her come all night long, or until she ordered them to stop, whichever came first.


  He looked up her body when he heard her gasp for breath. “I want to watch you fuck him while he does that,” she said to Jarred. Then she looked down and met his gaze. “You all right with that?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” he mumbled around her clit, a blissful haze settling into his brain as she reached down with her other hand and held on tight.


  Jarred sat up and dove for the nightstand, grabbing a condom and lube. After jumping out of bed, he returned from their bathroom with a towel.


  Garrison hiked his ass up, spreading his legs as wide as he could to give the other man access. He moaned against her clit, making her moan in response, when Jarred cupped Garrison’s balls in his hand and gently squeezed.


  “Make him come, too,” she said.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Jarred said.


  Garrison’s eyes dropped closed and another moan escaped him when he felt Jarred drizzle lube down the seam of his ass and start working it into his rim with a finger. Garrison redoubled his efforts, tongue-fucking her pussy, swiping up her clit and circling it and down again as Jarred got him loosened up and ready to fuck. Every moan he made into her clit made her squirm against him and dig her fingers into his scalp, driving him on a hard and deep downward spiral into subspace.


  Finally, Jarred wiped his hand on the towel, rolled a condom down his shaft, and lubed himself. When Garrison felt the head of Jarred’s cock pressed against his hole, he thrust back against him, impaling himself and earning himself a hard slap on the ass.


  “Did I tell you to fuck yourself back onto me?” Jarred playfully asked.


  How many nights had they enacted this same scenario in the past? With him happily in the middle—or with Jarred in the middle and Garrison fucking Jarred’s ass—and Janis grinning down at whichever man was between her legs and making her come?


  Jarred kept smacking Garrison’s ass, making him moan even harder and struggle not to come as Jarred slowly started fucking him.


  Even alone together, Jarred was a master of this game, fucking and spanking him, keeping him hovering right on the edge before giving him relief.


  It was a thousand times hotter with Em’s pussy in his mouth and his tongue tracing and quickly memorizing every sweet fold of her clit.


  “Make me come first,” she gasped. “Then you boys can come.”


  That was almost enough to drive Garrison right over the edge. Especially when Jarred grabbed his hips and started fucking him, hard, making him moan.


  “You heard Ma’am,” Jarred said, his voice sounding tight and strained. “Make her come.”


  Garrison released her right thigh and slid his hand between her leg, easily working two fingers into her drenched pussy.


  And that was all it took.


  She let out a long, deep moan. Garrison felt her pussy clamping down on his fingers and wished it was his cock inside her as he sped up his tongue and drew her release out as long as he could.


  Then Jarred reached around Garrison’s waist and grabbed his cock. “Come on, buddy. Together.”


  It took less than two full pumps for Garrison to loudly groan into her pussy as his balls drew up and exploded, coating Jarred’s hand. That triggered Jarred’s orgasm. It only took him a couple of thrusts to finish and fall still with his cock going limp inside Garrison’s ass.


  Em’s fingers loosened in Garrison’s hair, but he didn’t move. He continued lightly licking, slowly stroking her clit with his tongue as she ruffled his hair.


  “My good boys,” she whispered.


  It was almost enough to make him weep with happiness.


  She sounded so much like—


  She’s not her.


  Em finally patted him on the head and he took that as his cue to stop. He lifted his head and looked up at her. She wore a blissful, beautiful, sated smile.


  Then Jarred grabbed his hair and pulled his head up and back. “Oh, you’re not done.”


  Garrison opened his mouth and started licking Jarred’s hand clean as Em propped herself up on her elbows and watched, fascinated.


  Determined to give her a show, Garrison slowly sucked each finger, using his tongue, giving Jarred’s hand a sexy blow job.


  He risked looking to watch her reaction.


  She appeared…entranced.


  When he’d finished with that and Jarred had withdrawn to go clean up in the bathroom, Em sat up and kissed Garrison, deep, lots of tongue.


  “We don’t have test results yet,” she said.


  “I don’t care,” he said. “That was my risk to take. I trust you. If I don’t trust you, I don’t have any business being in bed with you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred returned and kissed her, then him. Em stared from one man to the other, still absorbing the absolute sexy hotness she’d just witnessed.


  “I’m going to be in so much trouble when you boys can really fuck me,” she said.


  Jarred wore a pleased smirk. “Oh, we haven’t even touched the tip of the iceberg,” he said. “This is practically vanilla for us.”


  “Reeeaaally?” she said. “Like what?”


  “Like using butt plugs on each other while we sixty-nine,” Garrison helpfully volunteered.


  “Ooh. Do it.”


  The men glanced at each other, then her. “Ma’am?” they parroted.


  “I mean right now. Even if you two can’t get it up again, I want to see that. And introduce me to that Hitachi you were telling me about.”


  She giggled as they bounced out of bed and hurried to the closet.


  Oh, fuck yeah.


  After a several-year dry spell, she was damn sure going to enjoy the hell out of two hunky guys who were willing to help her shut off her stubborn brain for a while.


  The men quickly returned with everything, including more condoms.


  “And the condoms are for…?”


  “Makes it easier to clean up,” Garrison said as they rolled them onto the silicone plugs and slathered them with lube after lubing their asses.


  “I want to watch you put them into each other,” she said. “Garrison on top.”


  They got into position, head to cock, and started working them into each other. On the bottom, Jarred had his legs spread wide, his hips tipped up as Garrison slowly fucked the toy inside him.


  At the other end, Jarred was slowly fucking the plug into Garrison’s ass. Garrison slowly rocked back and forth, helping him out.


  Once they had the toys seated inside each other, she reached out and stroked Garrison’s back. “Okay, now start sucking each other’s cocks. But don’t come until I tell you to.”


  They did. Fascinated and turned on beyond measure, she watched as they moaned and squirmed and fucked each other’s mouths.


  She grabbed the Hitachi, which was plugged into an extension cord. She stretched out next to them, her head down by Garrison’s. She grabbed his hand and placed it on her breast. Then she reached down, found one of Jarred’s hands, and positioned herself so he could slide three fingers into her pussy.


  “That’s it, boys,” she said, barely able to speak as she watched Garrison eagerly work his lips and tongue around Jarred’s shaft. Both men had grown hard again. She didn’t know how long it’d take them to come a second time, but she knew she wouldn’t have any trouble.


  She pressed the Hitachi against her clit and turned it on high. She’d used a vibrator before, but nothing had prepared her for the strength of this one. With her free hand, she grasped Garrison’s hand and squeezed, hard, trying to get him to pinch her nipple.


  He took the clue and did, triggering her release. Jarred finger-fucked her pussy, hard and fast, sending her over the edge a record-breaking second time in just a few seconds. And before she could even get the vibrator turned off, Garrison had started rolling her nipple between his fingers, triggering a third explosion.


  “Come for me, boys!” She switched off the vibrator and pressed her body against theirs as they turned into a squirming, fucking, moaning pile of manflesh.


  She hooked an arm over Garrison’s back. “Take him deep, sweetie.”


  He deep-throated Jarred, pulling a moan from the man, which was echoed by Garrison. Seconds later, they were both humping each other’s faces and making nearly identical sounds she was quickly starting to recognize as the sound of them coming.


  Finally, the three of them lay tangled together, a panting, sweaty heap. She grabbed Garrison’s head and pulled him off Jarred’s spent cock, kissing him deeply and tasting lingering traces of the other man’s cum. She sat up and as Garrison rolled off Jarred, she leaned in and kissed Jarred.


  “Let’s clean up and cuddle in bed,” she said. “Turn the TV timer on.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  That was adorable, the stereo sound of their replies.


  So sweet, so much fun.


  They helped her out of bed, and after they’d all cleaned up they snuggled together, Em draped over Garrison’s chest with Jarred pressed along her back and Jaws playing on the TV.


  “Gonna need a bigger bed,” she sleepily joked. “My bed,” she clarified. “If I want you guys spending the night at my place. Which I do.”


  Jarred nuzzled the back of her neck. “We can squeeze together in a smaller bed. Makes cuddling more fun.”


  “Until someone falls out,” Garrison joked.


  As Em drifted off to sleep, she realized this was the most content she’d felt in…ever.


  “Or I can just keep staying with you guys until you get moved into the new house.”


  Garrison kissed the top of her head. “You keep talking like that, Ma’am, you’re going to have us doing our best to convince you to move in with us.”


  She smiled. “Keep working on me and I just might let you do that.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  “If they give you the third—and fourth and fifth—degree, please excuse them,” Em warned on their drive over to Mitchell and Brent’s house on Wednesday night. “They’re kind of protective of me.”


  Jarred was driving tonight, Garrison riding in the back seat. “Sounds good to me,” Garrison said. “I’m glad they’re protective when we can’t be around to take care of you.”


  She tried not to bristle at that comment, knowing he hadn’t meant it in a bad way. “You realize I’m a capable adult, right?”


  “Of course you are,” Garrison said. “And our Lady’s been alone long enough. You’ve got two knights who want to protect and take care of you.”


  She turned so she could glance back at him, finding the expression in his green eyes playful. “They’re like my adopted dads.”


  “Even better.”


  They’d brought a fresh fruit salad that Jarred had made himself, not a pre-packed grocery store one. They were almost to Mitchell and Brent’s house when Em’s cell rang. Her sister, Amy.


  Em thought about letting it go to voice mail, then opted to answer. “Hey, what’s up?”


  “I-I owe you another apology.”


  Em tensed. “Why? What happened?”


  “I know Dad told us not to, but I wanted to make sure Mom was really okay.”


  Em groaned. “Please tell me you didn’t go visit her?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh, my god. What is wrong with you? Dad warned us not to! Didn’t you talk to her doctor?”


  Em had called him herself that morning and talked with him and now understood exactly why he wanted them to hold off meeting with their mom until she was stable.


  Right now, their mother’s moods fluctuated from mellow to borderline violent. Until they found the right combination of medicine to work for her, they didn’t want her turning on any family members. They wanted her focused on her intense therapy and dealing with the effects of the medications they were using, trying to get her to accept that she had a medical condition that needed to be treated, only it was centered in her brain and not somewhere else in her body.


  “I know, I know. Dad and the doctor both chewed me out. I just…” She sounded like she was crying. “I just wanted to talk to her.”


  Em closed her eyes and rubbed at her forehead. She’d never heard her tenacious sister sound so upset. “We tried to tell you she’s out of control. Welcome to our world. Yes, she wasn’t this bad before, but now that it’s come to a head, we have to let the process work. Dad and I have been dealing with her deteriorating for the past three years. You see her a few times a month for a couple hours at a time when she’s on her best behavior.”


  “I just wanted to see her.”


  “She’d not dying.” Em regretted saying that as soon as the words were out of her mouth, with the men being right there in the car with her. “She can get better, but we have to let the doctors take care of her if she’s going to get better.”


  “I know.” She sniffled. “Dad said there’d be a family meeting.”


  “Yeah, not for at least another week. Do not go visit her again without the doctor okaying it. Understand?”


  “Oh, believe me, I do. She was…she was horrible. I’ve never heard her talk like that before. She told me they were trying to poison her, then when I said I wouldn’t help get her out of there early, she started yelling at me. Screaming. Accusing me of trying to help kill her. I’ve…it was scary.”


  “This is exactly why she’s in the hospital. Where she can’t hurt herself or, hopefully, anyone else.”


  When she finally got off the phone with Amy a few minutes later, they were turning into Mitchell and Brent’s driveway.


  “You all right?” Garrison asked her.


  She filled them in on what her sister had done. She stared at Jarred. “And yet, despite all of this, you two still seem to want me.”


  Jarred patted her on the thigh. “We love a challenge, Ma’am.”


  The cute smile he wore drew a chuckle from her. “This is way more than just a challenge.”


  “It takes more than a crazy mom to scare us off,” Jarred said. “Well, not crazy. Hell, I should know better than to say that. Sorry. A crazy-acting mom.”


  “No offense taken,” she said. “Seriously. Dad and I thought she was crazy plenty of times over the past few years. I feel guilty that I didn’t push harder sooner.”


  They were inside all of two seconds before Mitchell stared down at her. “Okay. What happened?”


  She knew better than to try to keep anything from him. Some people had gaydar. He had Emdar, a faultless built-in system that could always sense when something was bothering her.


  As they sat down for dinner, she told him and Brent the story.


  The men exchanged a glance.


  “What?”


  “Well,” Brent said, “we didn’t want to say anything. But some of the stuff we’ve heard her say over the past couple of years, we wondered if there was a problem.”


  Mitchell shot him a glare but didn’t respond.


  “Then why didn’t you two push me to do something?”


  “Uh, we sort of have been hinting to you,” Mitchell said. “Especially right after they moved in.”


  She thought back and immediately realized yeah, they had.


  She’d just been too absorbed in work and her own misery at not having her privacy any longer to process it. “Oh.”


  Mitchell reached over and patted her hand. “Honey, if your own father is telling you not to feel guilty, don’t. Your mom is one of those people good at hiding stuff for a long time. My brother was the same way. We all kind of thought there was something off until he finally ended up in an ER one night and he got the help he needed. Sometimes, people have to hit bottom before they get help.”


  “I assume we’ll be seeing a lot of you boys?” Brent asked.


  Jarred nodded. “Yes, sir. We hope.”


  Brent smiled. “Army?”


  “Yes, sir. Eight years.”


  Brent turned to Em. “I think he just scored a few brownie points with me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Thursday evening when Em returned home to grab stuff to spend the night at Jarred and Garrison’s, she’d been looking forward to immediately heading next door to see Jarred.


  Until she walked through her front door found her living room full of stacks of boxes.


  “Dad?” she called out, seeing his car was parked in the driveway.


  “Back here.”


  She threaded her way through the boxes and found him packing their bedroom. “What are you doing?”


  He stood and turned to her, a snarky smile on his face. “Really? What’s it look like, honey?”


  Ironically, she would have been dancing for joy and helping him out just a week ago. “You don’t want to wait until Mom’s home to do this?”


  “Are you out of your mind? This way, I can take her straight to the new place once she’s discharged. I don’t want to bring her back here—no offense—because I don’t want her reverting to old habits if we can avoid it. Supposed to be closing tomorrow morning on the condo.”


  “Wow. That was…quick.”


  “Yep.” He smiled. “Already arranged for the movers for Monday. They’ll get our stuff out of storage first, then follow me here and get the rest of it.”


  “This is going awfully fast, Dad.”


  “I know. That’s the way I want it. The doctor said they’re going to keep her for at least another week. The fact that she threatened the staff, and made suicidal threats in front of them, sealed it. They want to make sure they get her the right combination of drugs and she’s stabilized before they release her.”


  “Any answers yet?”


  “The psychiatrist they brought in to treat her is suspecting bi-polar disorder. When he had me filling out questionnaires about her behavior over the years, it turns out she might have been this way for a while and really hid it well. Once she was in close quarters with you and me and unable to hide things, it kind of got pushed to a breaking point. He said now they’re trying to make sure that with elderly patients they don’t just label behavior like this dementia without carefully ticking all the boxes. So they’re going to try mood stabilization meds on her.”


  “That’s…good, right?”


  He shrugged. “It’s better than other options. And potentially treatable, if they get her stabilized and she’ll take the meds like she’s supposed to. There’s still a few test results they’re waiting to get back to completely rule out Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia, but they’re working on the presumption that it’s psychiatric in nature.”


  “You’re handling this rather calmly.”


  He turned. “Honey, you have no idea what she’s been like the past ten years. I could hardly stand to be around her sometimes, which is why I started volunteering. She refused to let me plan trips with her or do any of the stuff we’d talked about. I couldn’t just sit around the house staring at her all day or doing honey-do chores because she refused to have a life. I am relieved to finally have a doctor nodding his head and saying, yep, you’re right, she’s got a problem. It’s not just you.”


  He sank to the bed. “I’m sorry it took me this long to bring things to a head. Honestly? I thought it’d happen a lot sooner. I hate to admit this, but that’s another reason why I finally went along with her scheme to move in with you. I thought okay, Em will get sick of her shit and see what she’s doing and call her out on it and force her to look at her behavior. Then…you didn’t. So I started thinking maybe I was the one with the problem.”


  She sat next to him. “I was trying to get along. I didn’t want to cause any trouble. Keep my head down and hope for the best.”


  He let out a laugh. “We’re a pair of enablers, huh? Gawd. Thank goodness Amy didn’t have the kids with her yesterday.”


  “She called me and told me about it.”


  He scrubbed his face with his hands. His voice sounded weary. “She’s as stubborn as your mom sometimes.”


  “I feel like I should be doing more to help you with this.”


  “You are doing what I need you to do, which is being supportive. You’ve been through enough. I’ve got this from here. I want to do this myself to keep busy. If I need something, I’ll tell you. I promise. I want to…”


  He sighed. “I don’t know. I feel like I’ve had zero control over my life the past three years. I’m done with that. I want to reclaim it.” He looked at her. “You’ve got a relationship now, too, it looks like. I’m happy for you. I’ve also felt guilty that your mom blew those other guys out of the water.”


  She certainly could understand him wanting to retake his life. “Then…I guess I need to be honest with you about something.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not just seeing Jarred. I’m seeing Jarred and Garrison. As more than just friends. It’s a long story, and I’ll spare you the details, but they’re a package deal. I’m telling you this because I don’t want you to get the wrong idea and think I’m cheating on one of them with the other. You might be seeing a lot more of them in the future if things keep going well between us. I’m not going to lie or pretend I’m not involved with both of them.”


  He went silent for a long, nervous moment. “Honey, you’re an adult. As long as they treat you right, I’m not going to judge you.”


  “I wanted to warn you because of Mom.”


  “I appreciate that. Can I ask a stupid question?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why both of them?”


  “You know how Chelbie does work for us, and I kind of dodged your question that time about which brother she’s with?”


  “Ye—oohh.”


  “Exactly. She’s in a poly triad with them. Jarred and Garrison have been together a long time. Unlike Chelbie’s guys, Jarred and Garrison are a couple. They were both with Janis. Jarred married her when she got sick. But it was all three of them together for like seven years.”


  “So this was their suggestion?”


  “Kind of a condition I didn’t mind agreeing to. I don’t know what the future will hold, or if it’ll last. But life’s short. I really like them. Mitchell and Brent have met them and signed off on them, too.”


  He chuckled. “Then that’s all I need to know, sweetheart. If they’re good enough to meet Mitchell’s standards, then I’m sure they’re good men.”


  She stood, a thought hitting her. “Oh, since you guys are moving, take the phone line.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll have the house number transferred over to your new place. Anyone who calls Mom calls on that line, since she doesn’t use her cell. I’m only going to have it turned off anyway, once you’re gone.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I never get any calls on it. It’s one less change she’ll have to deal with, and one less aggravation for you to have to make sure your new number gets around.”


  “Oh. Okay. Thank you, sweetheart. I hadn’t even thought about it.”


  “Yeah, well, not totally magnanimous on my part. I won’t have a home phone for her to try calling a bazillion times when she can’t get me on my cell phone.”


  “Ah. Very sneaky and very smart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred had spent the morning painting test patches on various walls in the house, now that he’d narrowed down the shades to a couple per room. Then he’d pulled out one of the upper sections of cabinets from the kitchen.


  He knew Em’s dad was next door and had seen him unload a whole carful of flat boxes hours earlier. That’s why Jarred didn’t walk over there when Em got home, suspecting she might need time alone to talk to her dad.


  When she finally walked over, he had the front door open and was waiting for her. She hadn’t emerged with any of her stuff, so he didn’t want to think that meant she might have changed her mind about spending the night.


  But it sure seemed suspicious.


  After he kissed her hand, she stepped in for a long, strong hug he never wanted to release.


  “Need to talk about it, Ma’am?”


  “Dad says he’s closing on their new condo tomorrow,” she mumbled against his chest. “He’s already packing. He wants to have it ready so that when Mom’s discharged from the hospital, he can take her there.”


  “That’s…good, right?”


  “I guess.”


  “You can stop beating yourself up anytime now.”


  She looked up into his eyes. “That’s freaking spooky, you know.”


  “Can we do anything to help him?”


  “Nope. He said he wants to do it all on his own. He’s got movers scheduled and everything.”


  “Ah. Okay. Hey, I got you something shiny today.”


  “What?”


  He took her hand and led her over to the dining room table, where he picked it up and handed it to her. “I changed the locks this morning. Deadbolt and knob match, as does the side garage door. This is yours.”


  She stared at the key for a moment. “You sure you want me to have this?”


  “Absolutely. If you want it.” For a moment, his heart raced as he worried that maybe he’d pushed too hard, too fast.


  Too much.


  Assumed.


  She turned it over in her palm for a moment before throwing her arms around his neck for another strong hug. “Thank you.”


  He nibbled on the side of her neck, trying to control his willful cock as he did. Yeah, he wanted to bend her over what was left of the kitchen cabinets and fuck her brains out.


  This was not the time for that.


  Not yet, at least.


  “We trust you,” he said. “Regardless of where we go in the future, the three of us, I still want you to have that. Any time you need to come over, the door is always open to you. Well, metaphorically speaking. You might have to unlock it.”


  She sniffled and stepped back as she looked at it again. “My keys are next door. I’ll put it on there in a little while.”


  He gently stroked her cheeks with his thumbs, brushing away her tears. “If you’ve changed your mind about tonight, I understand.”


  That’s when she let out a snort and an adorable laugh. “Changed my mind? Why would you think that?”


  “Because you didn’t haul your stuff over here. That’s why I didn’t race out to meet you.”


  She grinned. “That’s because I figured you wouldn’t mind walking over to get it for me. I left it all on the couch next to the front door.”


  Before he realized what he was doing, he’d pulled her in for a deep, soul-sucking kiss. One hand cupped the nape of her neck, and the one along her ass pressed her hips against his so she could feel how hard his cock now was.


  “Thank you, Ma’am,” he hoarsely said when he finally came up for air.


  “Holy crap, if that’s the kind of kiss I can expect just for carrying a laptop case and overnight bag, I can only imagine what you’ll give me if I let you haul my groceries in from the car.”


  “It’s a good thing I can’t fuck you right now, or I’d be balls-deep inside you.”


  She draped her arms around his neck. “If that was you trying to talk me into moving in with you guys, it’s working.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Em’s nerves worked overtime as Garrison drove them to the party Saturday night.


  “You said I met them at Tony’s dinner party?” she asked once again.


  “Yes,” the guys said.


  Jarred took over. “Max, Sean, and Cali kinda sorta have a similar dynamic to what we have.”


  “Kinda sorta?”


  “They’re all switchy, but Cali’s not much of a Dominant in their dynamic as she is sometimes Toppy. She’s more submissive to her guys.”


  Em hadn’t missed that the guys had brought a bag of implements with them. It was stashed in the trunk and she hadn’t seen all the goodies in it, other than the Hitachi and the butt plugs. She’d exchanged a few more texts with Tilly, who said she’d be happy to help her with her impact play technique, or at least demonstrate stuff, if she wanted.


  “No one’s going to try to do anything to me tonight, will they?”


  Both men laughed. “No one will try to do anything to anyone tonight against their will, believe me,” Garrison said. “It’ll be like the dinner party at Tony’s, except some people will be naked and orgasming at various times during the night.”


  “That sounds…” She wasn’t sure what it sounded like.


  Then again, she’d been to some of Mitchell and Brent’s parties that had gotten…wild.


  “I promise I won’t freak out,” she said. “But I’m not sure how comfortable I’d be getting naked or anything in front of others.”


  “You don’t have to, Ma’am,” Jarred said. “But feel free to order us to get naked, if you’d like.”


  “Jare,” Garrison cautioned, “behave. Don’t pressure her.”


  “I didn’t take it that way.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jarred and spotted his playful grin. “Haven’t decided yet if I want anyone else looking at my goodies.”


  Jarred snorted. “Everyone who will be there has probably already seen us naked,” he said. “More than once. Although Janis did go through a latex gimp suit phase with us for a while.”


  “I think mine finally rotted along the seams,” Garrison said.


  “Okay, back up. What’s a gimp suit?”


  Jarred pulled up something on his phone and passed it forward to her over the seat. “That’s one variation of it.”


  The guy in the picture was dressed, literally, from head to toe in a skin-tight latex suit, including a hood that only had holes for his eyes, nose, and mouth.


  “That looks like the suit from American Horror Story.” She handed the phone back to him. “That’s what that’s called?”


  “One variation,” he said.


  “I think I want to get used to you guys with collars and cuffs first,” she said. “I’m having too much fun with you naked. Those things would make it hard for me to reach your fun parts.”


  “Oh, they make suits with access—”


  “Jarred,” Garrison said, sounding like he was trying not to laugh, “Ma’am just gave a huge hint there.”


  “Oh. Oh! Right. Sorry, Ma’am.”


  She reached across the seat and patted Garrison’s thigh. “Go easy on him. He’s just being eagerly helpful.”


  “I don’t want to overwhelm you.”


  “I’m tougher than I look. If something freaks me out, I’ll tell you.”


  “I wonder who’s holding the Halloween party this year,” Jarred mused.


  “Whoever it is, I’m sure if Tilly has her way, we’ll be invited,” Garrison said.


  “I take it there’s a kinky twist?” Em asked.


  Both men laughed. Garrison explained. “One year, at Seth and Leah’s, they had a diving for dildos contest.”


  “How’d that work?”


  “Well, it was supposed to be bobbing for boners,” he said, “until they realized most of the things didn’t float. Seth and Leah have a pool, and things…escalated.”


  “They were brand-new, unused dildos,” Jarred added. “Remember the ass-o-lantern contest?”


  “That was good.”


  She waited for what she was sure would be the explanation. “Markers and bare asses,” Garrison said. “Crowd favorite won.”


  “Ah. That doesn’t sound…painful.”


  “Oh, it wasn’t. We have a lot of fun at the private parties. It’s not like one big orgy.”


  They parked along the street just down from the house. Jarred got out and opened her door for her while Garrison retrieved the casserole they’d brought for their pot luck contribution, as well as their bag from the trunk. He led the way while Jarred, Em on his arm, followed.


  Em immediately relaxed when she spotted the woman who opened the door for them. Yes, she had met the trio at Tony’s but she hadn’t remembered their names. They’d been very nice, funny, and if she remembered correctly, Em’s men actually owned several of their implements. Max and Sean had vanilla jobs, but they also had a kinky toy site where they sold paddles and other things they made. Cali ran the website end of things for them.


  “Come on in!” Cali said, giving them all hugs before taking the casserole from Garrison. “I’m so glad you guys are here tonight! Tilly gave me a heads-up. She’s already here somewhere.”


  They went in and Garrison set their bag down while Jarred led Em through the house in search of Max and Sean. They found them, and Tilly, talking out on the screened lanai.


  “Hey, there they are.” Tilly, who tonight was dressed in jeans and a black tank top, stood to give them welcoming hugs.


  “Where are the guys?” Jarred asked.


  “Sir Fussypants overdid it playing horsey with the munchkin today. Threw out his back. So Cris is staying home and babysitting him and the munchkin. Well, technically not babysitting her since she’s our daughter. You know what I mean. Although he is babysitting Lan. He’s a horrible patient. Believe me, I’m glad to not be home with the whiner tonight.”


  They quickly got settled in a far corner of the living room to talk. The men had, without Em asking, taken positions on the floor on either side of her, kneeling and awaiting her orders.


  Tilly smiled down at them. “Nice when they come pre-trained, huh?”


  Em reached out and stroked Garrison’s hair. “I’m afraid I’m the one who needs training.”


  “So. What do you want to know first?”


  “I don’t even know to ask. Tony said that’s a good thing to admit.”


  “It is. Did you want to learn flogging or impact play? I’m good with teaching you whatever you feel like learning. I’ve played with the guys before, so they know what I’m capable of. It’s your call.”


  “I guess the party will get kind of crowded, huh?”


  “Probably. Max, Sean, and Cali usually put on a good show when they play, and I heard they had a new bondage frame they wanted everyone to test out. But I already cleared it with them that we can go into their spare bedroom here and play in private, if you’d be more comfortable with that.”


  Em glanced around, knowing if she took too long to make up her mind that her nerve might flee her. “Okay. Let’s do that.”


  “Cool.” Tilly rubbed her hands together. “What limits do you have?”


  “I…don’t even know.”


  Tilly offered her a kind smile. “We never did sexual play,” she said. “Do you want me to do what I used to do with them? Give you a demo?”


  Em nodded. “You know, that might be the easiest way.”


  “Before we get started, you get safeword rights, just like they do. If I start to do something you don’t want me doing, you just say red, and I’ll stop.”


  “Okay. Thanks. So…what do we do?”


  Tilly looked down at the men. “Are you two okay with playing like that? Landry and Cris don’t have a problem with it.”


  The men both nodded. “As long as Em’s okay with it,” Jarred said.


  “Same old ground rules, then,” Tilly said, once again focusing on Em. “Are you okay with them calling me ‘Ma’am’?”


  “Sure.”


  “Okay.”


  Em watched, fascinated, as a change seemed to come over Tilly. Em couldn’t even explain it, but it almost appeared to be at a visceral level. Tilly stood and stepped forward, both men turning, still kneeling, to face her.


  Tilly snapped her fingers and pointed at the floor. As one, the men completely bowed, foreheads touching the floor.


  “Good boys,” Tilly cooed, even her voice now seemingly changed in a way Em couldn’t define.


  Tilly leaned over and stroked the men’s hair. “Who’s going to be good boys for me and show Em how good boys behave?”


  “We are, Ma’am.”


  Em sat up, hearing the change in their voices, like they were there, but not there.


  Tilly met her gaze, arching an eyebrow at her and smiling. “Subspace approacheth.” She reached down between the men, grabbed an ear of each, and pulled them back up into kneeling positions. She held them so their heads were tipped toward each other. “Are you good boys?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  It was like sexy stereo.


  Really sexy stereo.


  Tilly leaned in closer, dropping her voice. “Where’s your bag?”


  “Hallway, Ma’am,” Garrison said.


  “Go get it and bring it to the spare bedroom.” She released his ear and he jumped up to do it. To Jarred, she said, “Go grab that small spanking bench over there and move it into the bedroom. Now.”


  “Yes, Ma’am!” He also jumped to do it.


  Tilly straightened, smiling at Em. “Come on.” She turned and Em rose and followed her into the bedroom.


  The men were there less than a minute later, and Tilly closed and locked the door behind them. The men stood, waiting for instructions.


  “Do you have collars, cuffs, and jocks with you?” Tilly asked.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” they replied.


  She snapped her fingers again and pointed at the bag. “You have two minutes. Then kneel at the end of the bed, facing me.”


  Em watched, fascinated, as the men became a flurry of action, shedding clothes and quickly donning matching leather cuffs around their wrists and ankles, collars, and leather jockstraps.


  Tilly leaned in. “The jocks help protect their junk. Janis frequently had them naked, but I always had them play with jocks. And since you’re new, it’ll kind of protect the boys, you know?”


  Em winced. “Ah. Yeah.”


  Tilly grinned. “Don’t want to damage your playthings.”


  The men probably had fifteen seconds to spare when they dropped into position where Tilly had specified.


  Tilly turned to her. “Do you want me to give you a full demo with one of them, then coach you through the other one? Or do you want me to scene with both of them so you can watch?”


  If she was going to learn this, Em knew she’d have to do hands-on first. “Demo with one.”


  “Any preference?”


  “Let them pick.”


  Tilly turned to the men. “You heard the lady. Which one of you wants me?” She grinned. “And no, I won’t be insulted if you try to nominate the other.”


  “Garrison, Ma’am,” Jarred said. “If it’s all right, may I sit flat on the floor to watch? My thigh makes kneeling hard.”


  “Oh, dammit. Sorry, buddy. That’s right. Duh, your thigh is wrapped. Garrison it is. Get four clips and assume the position.”


  Garrison quickly grabbed four snap clips from the bag and handed them to Tilly before spreading a towel on the bench and then climbing on. Tilly clipped his wrists and ankles to the bench and then started rooting around in the bag. Meanwhile, Jarred had changed positions from kneeling to sitting on his butt, next to Em’s legs.


  “Oooh, I forgot y’all had this.” Tilly pulled a particularly wicked-looking paddle out of the bag and turned to Em with an evil gleam in her eye. “This is that rubber diamond tread stuff like what’s in truck bedliners. A Max and Sean special.”


  Tilly laid out implements on the bed, picking up two floggers. “Ooh, I should have asked you if you wanted a blindfold and ball gag or not.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Garrison said. “Please.”


  “Coming right up.” She set the floggers aside, found the items, and got them fitted on Garrison.


  Em sat on the edge of the bed, out of the way but able to see everything Tilly was doing.


  Tilly picked up the floggers and reached out so Em could feel one. “Suede,” Tilly said. “Medium floggers. Not painful at all. Heh, unless you nail them in the nuts or the eye.” She looked at Jarred. “Y’all didn’t get any piercings, did you?”


  “No, Ma’am.”


  “Another point,” Tilly said to Em. “You ever get their nipples pierced or something, you don’t want to catch those with a flogger.” She stood behind Garrison, at his ass, and reached out with one hand to stroke his back. “This isn’t going to be a long one, buddy. But I’ll make it hard and fast. How’s that sound?”


  He mumbled something around the gag that sounded like, “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Apparently Tilly understood him. “Good boy.” She held a flogger in each hand and stepped back, gauging her distance before getting started. While Tilly worked her way up from his thighs to his ass, over his upper back and shoulders, along his upper arms, and down again, Em watched as Garrison’s body seemed to relax into it, his breathing slow and steady and not looking the least bit like he was in pain.


  After a few minutes of that, Tilly switched to a leather slapper, working it up and down his body. He flinched a few times as she nailed him particularly hard in the ass and upper thighs, leaving faint pink marks behind.


  While Em watched, Jarred leaned against her legs and she found herself reaching down and stroking his hair.


  Tilly switched implements several times, between paddles and riding crops and canes and slappers, stepping it up and bringing it down several times in intensity, until she picked up a heavy, white, octagonal piece of rod.


  “Ah, yes. The hex rod.” Tilly laid it on his back and rolled it up and down his spine, then back and forth lengthwise. “You know what this means, right?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” he mumbled around the gag.


  “Tell me.”


  “Big finish.”


  “Good boy.” She walked around to his head. The whole time Tilly had played with him, Em noticed she’d reach down and feel his hands, his feet, checking in with him and asking him for a color.


  Always green. It was like watching a dance, in a way. She noted how Tilly always seemed to know just when to let up, watching how his body tensed from the impacts, as if keeping him right on the edge.


  He now bore red marks and welts all up and down his ass and thighs, but not once had he called red.


  Tilly grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head up. “Three with the hex rod? Or more?”


  He hesitated. “More, please, Ma’am.”


  “Five?”


  He seemed to be thinking about it. “Yes, Ma’am. Five, please.”


  “Good boy.” She released his head and walked around to his ass. Placing her left hand on his lower back, Tilly lined up the rod. “Count.” Then she hauled off and smacked him, hard, only the clips holding him to the bench apparently keeping him in place.


  He sucked in a sharp breath. “One, Ma’am.”


  Tilly repeated it, Em almost ready to call red herself by the time Tilly delivered the last stroke and he counted it, collapsing to the bench, chest heaving, body trembling.


  Tilly quickly unclipped his wrists and ankles and knelt in front of him, her hands cradling his head. “Good boy,” she softly said. “Such a good boy.”


  She touched her forehead to his and Em felt a momentary curl of jealously run through her before realizing that Tilly seemed pretty wound up herself, but she wasn’t doing anything Em and the men hadn’t asked her to do.


  Tilly had known them longer than her, had a sort of history with them.


  The least Em could do was see this through, especially since she was the one who’d be going home with them later.


  After a moment, Tilly removed the blindfold and gag from him and stared into his eyes. “Okay?”


  He nodded. “Thank you, Ma’am.” He sounded like he’d just run a marathon, that subspacey slur still in his tone.


  She helped him sit up on the bench and then he hugged her. “You’re a good boy,” she told him again. “She would have been so proud of you.”


  He nodded, not moving for a moment. Then Em saw his shoulders start to tremble, and it wasn’t until Tilly folded herself around him that she realized he was crying.


  “It’s okay,” Tilly told him. “Let it out.”


  Em spotted a tissue box on the dresser and grabbed it, bringing it over. Tilly folded Em into the hug, passing him over to her and then snapping her fingers at Jarred, who immediately joined them.


  After a couple of minutes, Garrison pulled himself together and sat up. “I’m okay,” he said, looking at them. “Sorry. I don’t know where that came from. It just hit me out of nowhere.”


  Tilly stroked his hair, and this time, Em didn’t feel the slightest bit jealous. Tilly was their friend and had known Janis, had seen what they’d been through. If this was cathartic and healing for them, no way in hell would she be so petty as to deny them this.


  “You guys haven’t played with anyone but Em, have you?” Tilly asked.


  “Just each other,” Jarred softly said.


  “We haven’t really…played,” Em admitted. “Nothing like that.”


  Garrison took a deep breath. “I’m okay. I’m good.”


  “Tilly, I think I want you to top Jarred,” Em said.


  “Why?” she asked.


  “I…” Em swallowed hard. “I have a feeling it might be better for you to do it this time. Seriously.”


  “Are you freaked out?” Jarred asked her. “Because it’s okay if you are.”


  “No.” Em tried to figure out how to phrase it. “I’m not freaked out. But you guys know how to do impact play, right?”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Well, yeah,” Jarred said.


  “So you could teach me?”


  “Em—”


  “I want Tilly to play with you, if you’re okay with that,” Em said. “I think for this time, at least, it should be her. I don’t want to accidentally derail something.”


  Jarred cocked his head. “I don’t mind if you do it.”


  “I understand that. But I’d rather watch Tilly do it. Because I want to see how she handles it.”


  “There’s no guidebook,” Tilly said. “It’s all instinct.”


  But Em had made up her mind. With Garrison sitting on the floor next to her, his arms wrapped around Em’s leg as he sat with his face pressed against her calf, Tilly got Jarred hooked up to the bench similar to how she’d positioned Garrison. He was also blindfolded and gagged.


  Tilly gently patted his right thigh, above the bandaged area. “I’m going to be hitting you a little lopsided, buddy. I don’t want to get anywhere near that. Okay?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Em was getting better at deciphering gag speak.


  To the casual observer, what Tilly did with Jarred might have looked identical to how she played with Garrison.


  Em, however, had been paying attention. And this was exactly the kind of thing she wanted to see, how Tilly handled each man differently. She went heavier on many of the strokes with him, but while reading his body she also took a little more time between impacts to let him process them. Where and how she used implements differed on him, too, and not just around his healing thigh.


  Em couldn’t explain it, but she could see it.


  And by the time Tilly had built up to the “big finish” with him with the hex rod, Em sensed an emotional ending in store.


  He only wanted three swipes with it. But they were harder, and Tilly paused a little longer between each one than she had with Garrison.


  Then they gathered around him as he also had an emotional release, his face pressed against Em’s stomach, his arms around her waist as he sobbed.


  Tilly smiled, but it looked sad. “They’ve been through a lot,” she said, stroking Jarred’s hair. “I think you’re really going to be good for them. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Tilly patted Em on the back and carefully disengaged herself from the group hug, letting herself out and closing the door behind her.


  But not before Em had spotted the way Tilly’s eyes looked a little too bright, and how she’d brushed at her face with her hands just as she headed through the door.


  Once Jarred had pulled himself together, Em kissed him. “You okay?”


  “Yeah. Til…” He sighed. “She plays very similar to how Janis played with us. Tilly had worked with her when Janis first got into the lifestyle, so she had a very similar technique.” He wiped at his eyes. “You’re not upset, are you?”


  “No.” She kissed him again, then Garrison. “I’m glad I got to see that. Thank you.”


  The men exchanged a confused glance. “Why are you thanking us, Ma’am?” Garrison asked.


  “Thank you for trusting me and letting me in. And for letting Tilly do that so I could see it.”


  “So, stepping out of dynamic for a minute,” Garrison said. “As Garrison and Jarred and Em. Any questions? Are you freaked out? Feedback?”


  “I’m good. I want to be careful learning so I don’t hurt you guys in the bad way, but I watched what she did. And I want you guys to do that to me.”


  “Huh?” Jarred asked.


  “One of the things Tilly told me at Tony’s was that a lot of Tops have stuff done to them so they know what it feels like. I don’t want to wear the cuffs or be tied down, but I want to feel what that felt like.”


  “Um, no offense, sweetheart,” Jarred said, “but what you saw, while not the heaviest we’ve ever played, was do not try this at home territory for a newbie. She packs a wallop.”


  “I want you guys to do it to me,” she said. “Think we can tie up the bedroom a little longer? Unless you don’t want to show me. Then I will ask Tilly. Your call.”


  The men seemed to be considering it. “Okay,” Garrison said. “We’ll do it. If you’re sure.”


  “Not a whole scene. But I want to know what it feels like.”


  Tilly knocked and stuck her head in. “We good?”


  Em waved her back in and told her what they’d just talked about.


  Tilly shrugged. “Do you want me to clear out?”


  “No, I’d like you to supervise. You know what you used on them. So narrate for me.”


  “Okay.”


  With the door once again locked, and knowing Tilly was both a nurse and probably wouldn’t be in the least bit shocked, Em stripped off the sundress she’d worn and climbed up onto the bench. “And tell me stuff like why they’re doing what they’re doing,” she said. “Where not to hit.”


  “Oh, that’s easy.” Tilly got up. “Do you mind if I touch your back and legs? No groping, I promise.”


  “That’s fine.” Em leaned forward and Tilly talked to her, touching shoulder blades, tracing down her spine, pointing out the kidneys, everything to avoid. Which lined up with what Em had just watched her do with the men.


  Then Garrison picked up the first slapper Tilly had used on them and lightly swatted her on the ass with it, across her panties.


  She looked over her shoulder at him. “That didn’t even sound like how she hit you.”


  “Honey, we told you—”


  “I don’t hit like a girl, is what he’s saying,” Tilly drawled.


  Em sat up, held her hand out to Garrison for the slapper, and then passed it to Tilly. “Just a few swats each with each implement, please.”


  “Uh, how hard you want it?”


  “Maybe not quite as hard as what you gave them, but don’t hold back, either.”


  “Okay.”


  The men nervously hovered at Em’s head, standing there while she waited for Tilly to step into position.


  “Okay. I’ll start off light and get harder. Yellow or red when you’re ready and I’ll switch implements.”


  “Okay.”


  Em flinched at the first impact, which wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it’d be, but was definitely harder than Garrison had hit her. It only took about five swats for her to red on that one. Tilly worked her way through the implements, giving Em a look at each one first and explaining why and how and where to use it. More importantly, where and how not to use it.


  By the time they were finished, Em knew she’d have bruises, but she felt fully alert and not at all fuzzy or subspacey like her guys had gotten.


  She sat up and held out her hand for her dress, which Jarred had picked up for her.


  “Well?” Tilly asked.


  “Thank you. I really appreciate you doing that for us. Don’t be surprised if I ask to pick your brain some more.”


  “No worries. Any time. Glad to be of help.”


  As the men packed the implements, Em was surprised to realize they’d been in there the better part of two hours. Jarred got the bench wiped down and moved it back out to the living room, where the party was in full swing.


  Garrison picked up their pile of clothes. “Dressed or not, Ma’am?” he asked.


  Em smiled. “I think I like you guys like that for now. You can change back before we go home.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly stayed until after eleven, wanting to make sure Em and the men were okay. She talked with Em, narrating a few other scenes they watched between players, and giving Em even more ideas.


  The rope riggers especially fascinated Em.


  “Is that something you guys might be interested in doing?” Em asked them.


  Jarred gave her a sly smile. “Janis wasn’t into rope. She didn’t have time to learn it. But if Ma’am wants to learn it, we’d certainly be interested in being your rope bunnies.”


  “We have riggers out our ears,” Tilly said. “The club has a great A-frame that gets a lot of use.”


  “I think the boys are going to have to take me to the club,” she said, staring at the men.


  They both smiled. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  They headed home a little before midnight, Em’s motor revving despite the fact that she knew Jarred needed to get to sleep for work in the morning.


  She honestly hadn’t been sure if she’d be able to handle the impact play or not, but in retrospect as she thought about it, and other scenes they’d watched, she realized she was more than a little horny.


  So were the guys.


  Since the guys had decided they were fine going down on her despite test results not being back yet, she decided to get a little creative. She ordered Jarred onto his back, ass at the edge of the bed. Then she straddled his face and rode his sexy mouth while Garrison stood, Jarred’s legs over his shoulders, and fucked his ass.


  Em played with Jarred’s cock, which stiffly bobbed, as his tongue and mouth brought her over twice. She squeezed his cock and leaned in to kiss Garrison. “Don’t you dare come yet,” she told Garrison, enjoying the glazed look in his eyes as he practically whined.


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Pre-cum leaked from the end of Jarred’s cock. Every time she made Jarred moan, it vibrated through her clit and pussy and took her closer to the edge again. She played with him, teasing him as she slowly stroked him with her fingers, loving how open these two guys were with her.


  She’d never felt as close to anyone as she did these two men.


  Even after four years of marriage to Ronnie she hadn’t felt this close to him.


  This intimate.


  After Jarred had given her one more orgasm, she finally took pity on him and started stroking him harder, faster, until she felt his body tense under her and his juices squirted out of his cock, coating her hand.


  She smiled at Garrison and held her hand up. His mouth fell open, immediately licking and sucking Jarred’s cum off her fingers.


  It was so sexy, what he was doing to her with his mouth, that she wiggled around on Jarred’s face. “One more. Then I’ll let Garrison come.”


  Both men eagerly set to work, Em feeding Garrison every drop she scooped off Jarred’s abs as Jarred eagerly licked and sucked her into one more orgasm.


  “Okay, she said, two fingers still inside Garrison’s mouth. “Fuck him hard, baby.”


  He did, slamming his cock into Jarred’s ass and making the man moan under her, sending her unexpectedly spinning through one more small orgasm before, finally, Garrison let out one last grunt, his eyes falling shut.


  She leaned in and kissed him before getting off of Jarred and leaning in to kiss him, too. “I think we need a shower,” she said with a giggle.


  Jarred’s eyes held hers as he reached out with his tongue and completely ran it all the way around his mouth, as far as he could reach before smacking his lips. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Something about that was so adorably funny she started giggling, then laughing.


  When the hell had she laughed to hard and so much?


  Not before she’d met these two, that was for sure.


  After a quick clean-up, they cuddled together in bed, this time with her draped over Jarred and Garrison spooned along her back.


  “Thank you, guys,” she softly said. “Again.”


  “Why?” Garrison asked.


  “For tonight. For everything. And for not slamming the door in my face after my mom tried to get you arrested.”


  In a way, she could thank her mom. Had it not been for Em’s mortification over her mom’s actions, she might not have exchanged phone numbers with the guys, or gotten as close to them as she had.


  Jarred nuzzled noses with her. “We should be thanking you. Most women hear a man say he’s submissive and run the other way.”


  “Had you not educated me, I might have, too. Thanks for the warning about FetLife, by the way,” she added. “I would have totally freaked.”


  “Hence why we warned you,” Garrison said.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  The next week sped by…well, fast. In a blur.


  Almost as if it hadn’t even happened, that kind of fast.


  Scary fast.


  Falling head-over-ass in love with the two men kind of fast.


  One day it was Sunday, the day after the party, and they’d gone to the munch. Then the week had flown by—including a delicious weekend spent snuggled together late Saturday and Sunday morning with Garrison after Jarred had to leave for work—and then whammo, it was Monday again.


  Other than Amy’s brief and ill-advised visit with their mom, none of them had seen her. Her dad only had limited, supervised contact with her to try to minimize her bad reactions and to try to get her to interact in healthy ways. They had an appointment late tomorrow afternoon to meet with her and her doctor as a family.


  Em wasn’t sure what expectations to have and was trying to keep it out of her mind. She had too much going on personally, and with the big estate sale coming up soon, to spend energy on worry.


  Her dad, and all her parents’ stuff, had been gone from her house for a week as of Monday. Last Wednesday night, the three of them had gone over to her parents’ new condo and brought pizza and had a nice visit with Em’s dad.


  Stress-free.


  He’d already unpacked the kitchen, and it was weird sitting on furniture she hadn’t seen in over three years.


  The good kind of weird.


  It was also weird going back to her place and seeing the empty bedroom and none of their stuff in the guest bath. Weird in a way she still wasn’t sure how to process. Weirder than she’d thought it would be. All she’d wanted for the past three years was to get her parents out of her house.


  Now, she was spending every spare minute she could with two different people. Being alone felt…weird now that the guys were in her life.


  Weird. Good, bad, unprocessable, all mixed in together.


  Another reason she spent a lot of time with the guys, only now she was driving herself there since Jarred was back to work on his usual schedule. She’d leave for work from their place every morning, even though she helped Jarred and Garrison next door every evening at the new place with things like painting and getting the new floor laid down.


  She also didn’t miss that the guys were talking about the future with her, as if it was already a certain thing. Planning the kinds of dinners and entertaining the three of them would do once the house was finished.


  It thrilled her more than it frightened her now.


  Also something she wasn’t sure how to process, but wasn’t going to argue with. Every day was one day easier for her to picture her furnishings mixed with theirs, where she would put something in the kitchen, in the living room.


  How soon she could start moving in.


  Which was crazy, she knew, and wild, and maybe a little irresponsible, but dammit.


  Life was short. She wasn’t getting any younger, and they weren’t a couple of serial killers.


  Having her every need anticipated and catered to was quickly growing on her. Now it was a given in the evenings that she’d leave her stuff on the couch for one of the men to fetch and carry for her.


  They both had keys to her place, the keys her dad had voluntarily returned to her, without her asking for them, his key and the one off her mom’s keyring.


  Em wasn’t sure what to expect as the guys drove her to the appointment at the doctor’s office late Tuesday afternoon. She was meeting her brother and sister there, and the three of them would go in at the same time. Jarred had gotten off work early to go with her, and Garrison didn’t have a late class, so he was free.


  Her dad had already warned Em and her siblings that her mom was still highly emotional and liable to say things she might or might not mean. That this was just the start of her recovery process, even though she’d been in the hospital for a little over two weeks now. They were starting to get her to see she needed to be there, especially after their dad videotaped some of her behavior on his cell phone and then played it back to her once her medication had kicked in.


  Jarred and Garrison would sit out in the waiting room and wait for Em there. She didn’t want to do this alone. Just having them there, nearby, would help her get through this.


  Hell, she’d spent every night with them at their place, because of their larger bed, since their first night together, also just over two weeks ago. They hadn’t had sex every night, but the cuddling had been amazing even on the rare nights they were too tired to do anything else. Plus, now that she’d had an initial tutoring session from Tilly, she’d had a couple of light scenes with the men at their place, mixed in with their sexy time.


  Flogging, and some impact play.


  Seeing how much the men enjoyed it, it turned her on, too.


  That they trusted her so much, and were willing to give themselves to her, it humbled her.


  But turning her on was at the top of the list.


  Everyone’s blood tests had come back fine. She’d gotten back on the pill, so they’d added good old vigorous, condom-wrapped fucking, as well as her giving them unwrapped blow jobs, to their sexual menu. Once she’d been on the pill long enough, she’d finally be able to fuck them bareback.


  For now, she wasn’t going to take any chances. Unlike her siblings, she’d never been interested in having kids, and her guys weren’t really keen on that idea, either, fortunately for her.


  Em and her guys arrived at the appointment first, Amy and Don riding together and arriving a few minutes later. She’d wondered how Don would handle the introductions of Jarred and Garrison as her boyfriends, but he surprised her.


  It was Amy who sent Em a pinched frown. “Boyfriends?”


  “Don’t go there with me, Amy. That’s what I said.”


  Amy started to say something but Don put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ve had enough division in this family,” he said. “Don’t add more. Dad already told me about them. He’s fine with it. So am I.”


  Amy wheeled on him. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “For this very reason. It’s not our business.”


  “Well…we damn sure can’t tell Mom. You’ll just have to lie about who they are.”


  Em arched an eyebrow at her little sister. “Uh, nooo, I’m not going to do that.”


  Don’s hand didn’t leave Amy’s shoulder. “Drop it, Amy. Dad said we’re done keeping secrets in this family.”


  “I don’t have any secrets!”


  “No? Really?” He let go of her and folded his arms over his chest. “You mean like the fact that I caught your husband cheating on you and the two of you haven’t slept in the same bedroom in six months?”


  Em’s eyes widened. This was the first she’d heard of it. “What? What the hell?”


  “That’s different!”


  “You were going to file for divorce when all this hit,” Don said. “That needs to get put out there, too.”


  “Shut up! You had no right to tell her that!”


  Em’s hands tightened around Garrison and Jarred’s, and they squeezed back.


  “Well, now that the cat’s out of the bag,” Em drawled, “care to tell me the rest?”


  “No!”


  Don ignored Amy’s protest. “I saw Jack at lunch one day with a woman. He didn’t see me. It was obvious what they were doing. And since I handle IT for the company, I took a quick trip through his work e-mails. Totally part of my job.”


  He glared at Amy. “And I found out where they’d been sleeping together for over a year, best I could tell.” Don had gotten Jack the job at the company they both worked for.


  “We were going to try to work things out,” Amy insisted.


  “Yeah, no,” Don said. “Not according to what the e-mails showed.” He focused on Em again. “I didn’t tell Amy about the e-mails at first. Just said what I’d seen at lunch, she said I was being ridiculous. Then she looked at his cell phone record with my help, and we found the woman’s number. Texts and calls. Jack confessed to Amy, begged her forgiveness—”


  “Shut up, Don!” Amy said.


  “No, I’m done keeping secrets in this family.” He turned to Em again. “I found out the woman’s married and was cheating on her husband. Found out who he was and where he worked based on what I saw in the e-mails, so I sent him an anonymous message that maybe he should check his wife’s cell records. The side piece decided once that hit the fan that she was going to divorce her husband. She kicked him out a couple of weeks ago. Jack’s going to be moving in with her. She doesn’t have any kids.”


  Amy looked like she was about to explode.


  Don, however, wasn’t finished. He pointed at Em even though he directed his comment at Amy. “So I’d rather my older sister be honest about her non-traditional relationship, than my younger sister lie through her teeth about her divorce to our mom. Besides, what are you going to do, tell your kids to lie to Mom? Great example to set for them, huh? It’s that kind of bullshit that got us here in the first place.”


  Em realized she was squeezing both men’s hands super-tight and relaxed her grip a little.


  Her dad arrived. “Oh, good. You boys are here, too. I talked to the doctor about your situation.”


  That surprised not only Em, but her men. “Huh?” she asked.


  “If you’re in a serious long-term relationship with them, then we need to get that out on the table. Better we deal with it with your mom now, with help, than later, and it sets back her progress when she tries to use it as an excuse.”


  Don shot Amy a so there celebratory smirk.


  “You sure?” Em asked.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Um, then there’s something else you should know,” Em said.


  Amy glared at her. “Don’t you freaking dare.”


  “Uh, I dare.”


  Her father looked confused. “What’s going on?”


  “Tell him, Amy,” Em said. “Or I will.”


  “Or I will,” Don said.


  Her face growing increasingly red, Amy muttered the basics.


  Then her dad did something Em hadn’t expected.


  He laughed.


  Em exchanged a worried glance with Don and released her men’s hands so she could walk over to her dad, who was now laughing so hard that he’d had to sit down.


  “Uh, Dad?”


  He waved her away as he tried to get himself under control. “Hoo, boy.” He looked at his three children, then at Jarred and Garrison. “Scared off yet?”


  “No, sir,” the men said together.


  “Good. Glad to hear it.” He pointed at Em. “I’ve seen her smiling more the last few times I’ve seen her than I have in the last three dang years.” He pulled himself back to his feet. “Keep up the good work.”


  “You cannot tell me you’re okay with this!” Amy protested.


  “I am telling you that,” he said. “And if you love your sister, you’ll stay the heck out of her business and let her live her life without judgment. At least she’s not trying to hide the truth from me. Unlike some people.”


  Amy went red in the face—redder—and shut up.


  The doctor opened his office door and invited them in. When her father quickly explained who Garrison and Jarred were, the doctor agreed if it was a long-term, permanent relationship that it would be best to handle breaking that news in a controlled setting.


  Her mom wore yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt when a nurse escorted her in after the doctor had finished giving them an overview of the treatment plan and what had happened so far.


  Em noticed their mom looked tired, withdrawn. Em felt sorry for her until she remembered it was her mom’s own fault for being there in the first place.


  Technically.


  She knew her mom couldn’t help the fact that she had a medical condition, but her behavior over the years certainly had been within her control.


  Em had hoped the news of Amy’s divorce would be the headline, but no such luck.


  When Em chickened out admitting it, her father took over.


  “Francis, Em is dating the men who own the house next door to her. You will not give her a hassle about it, either.”


  Her mom sat there, shredding a tissue, one of several she’d destroyed during their talk.


  “Why do you have to do that?” her mom finally asked. “It’s ridiculous. When can I go home?”


  “We’ve already discussed this, Francis,” the doctor said. “When you are finally discharged, you and your husband have a home of your own now.”


  “I didn’t ask for that!” She glared at Em. “I had a home.”


  Em fought the urge to get up and leave. She knew she was supposed to be patient, but this felt like the same shit, different day, and she wasn’t going to sit there and listen to it.


  “Francis,” her dad said, “you knew we couldn’t stay there.”


  “I most certainly do not know that. She kicked us out.”


  Amy finally found her backbone. “Mom, she didn’t kick you out. You keep saying that and you know it’s not true.”


  Don chimed in. “You and Dad need your own place.”


  Her mom glared at everyone. “Fine. You’re all against me, I see.”


  The doctor glanced at the time. “Okay, I can see that we’re going to need to do a lot more work on this in future sessions. Does anyone have anything they want to say before we end this?”


  “I do,” Em said. “Mom, I love you, and I’m sorry you’re dealing with this. But now that you know you have a problem, do what they tell you, take the medication, and quit being stubborn. Your fear of turning into your friend is gone. You can choose to do what they tell you to do to get better and stay healthy.”


  Her mom glared at her but didn’t respond.


  Finally, once the nurse escorted their mother out, Em felt like bursting into tears.


  Her mom had made a point of hugging everyone but Em.


  “So why is she fixated on me, huh?” she asked the doctor.


  “Like you and I talked about, it’s not you personally, even though it feels like it. It was the final catalyst to the meltdown that forced her into treatment. Don’t feel guilty.”


  “Oh, believe me, I don’t. But she’s going to have to start meeting me halfway and not treating me like that anymore.”


  “We’ll work on it.”


  When they were out in the waiting room again, she immediately went over to Jarred, who was closest, and hugged him, then Garrison.


  “Everything okay?” Garrison asked.


  “It’s just going to take time,” her dad said. “Go home and try not to worry about it.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Em had parked at the men’s apartment, and they returned there after the appointment. “That could have gone…” Em face-planted into the middle of the men’s bed. “That could have gone worse, but I’m not sure how.”


  The men stretched out next to her on either side. She hadn’t even bothered to get undressed yet, and neither had they. She wasn’t even sure about dinner at that point.


  All she wanted to do was unplug her brain.


  Jarred stroked her back. “Wine? Beer?”


  “Xanax?” Garrison joked.


  “Don’t tempt me.” She lifted her head and looked at them. She knew if she asked them to take over that night, they would.


  That was kind of what she wanted, but she’d quickly come to learn over the past two weeks with them that they had their own “code,” of sorts. Their own way of speaking.


  It wasn’t even a complicated code.


  Instead of waiting for them to ask for directions, she decided to issue some of her own, without feeling guilty about it. “Dinner. Leftovers, please. Eating on the couch. And a bottle of hard cider, if we have it.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” they said, jumping up and heading to do it.


  She rolled over and stared up at the ceiling as she unbuttoned her blouse. If she’d been home alone, she’d be staring at the fridge, contemplating emptying an entire bottle of wine, and eating a bowl of cereal for dinner.


  Her men could do a lot of things, but they couldn’t fix her mom.


  They could, however, take care of her. That’s what they wanted to do. It wasn’t like it made them any less manly.


  Hell, at work she delegated jobs all the time to people, doled out assignments, and had no trouble with that. It was nice being able to chill out at the end of a stressful day and not have to worry about anything.


  Wasn’t that kind of the point?


  She sat up and pulled off her blouse, kicked off her shoes, and shed her jeans, bra, and panties.


  Ahh.


  She pulled one of the men’s T-shirts out of the dresser and pulled it on. Probably Jarred’s, if she had to guess, considering it had Deadpool on it. He had a whole collection of T-shirts emblazoned with cartoons and superheroes.


  She made her way out to the living room just as Jarred was heading back with the opened bottle of hard cider. He smirked when he realized what T-shirt she had on.


  “I didn’t think anything could make Deadpool more sexy. Congratulations.”


  He handed her the bottle and she took a very suggestive pull from it, with lots of tongue and lip action involved. “Thank you.”


  Barefoot, she padded out to the kitchen with the men. Garrison started to say something when next door, someone started yelling.


  The men frowned. “Greeaat,” Jarred said. “Just what we need tonight, the assholes to start in.”


  “What is up with that?”


  “Another reason for us to move,” Garrison said.


  “I’ve heard them raise their voices,” she said, “but that sounds worse than usual.”


  Garrison pulled leftovers out of the fridge. “That’s nothing. Cops have been called on them twice now. I don’t think I’ve seen cops in this apartment complex two times in all the previous years we’ve lived here.”


  The sounds next door died down after someone slammed the front door and a car screeched out of the parking lot.


  “Maybe we’ll get some sleep tonight,” Jarred said.


  They were snuggled together on the couch and finishing dinner when next door, someone pounded on the front door.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Em muttered. She’d been hoping for a quiet night where the loudest sound was one or both of her men making her moan her head off.


  “Done?” Jarred asked, hand out for her plate. “I’ll take it.”


  “Thanks.”


  Garrison followed him to the kitchen. She picked up her bottle of hard apple cider, finished off the last swallow, then headed for the kitchen, too.


  Next door, the argument heated up and sounded like it was heading out the back door. Em was glad for the vertical blinds on the sliding glass door that led from the kitchen to the postage-stamp sized screened lanai out back.


  Unfortunately, they didn’t block sound.


  “Should we call the cops?” she asked. It sounded like two guys getting into it.


  “Someone probably already has,” Garrison said, sounding disgusted as he rinsed a plate in the sink.


  She leaned against the counter. “Do we have enough hard cider to get me through tonight?” she only half joked. “That’s ridiculous.”


  “I’ll put my pair of noise-canceling headphones on you,” Jarred teased. “Then I’ll get between your legs and eat you out so good you won’t care if they’re landing F-16s in the backyard.”


  “Ooh, you will, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  She’d pulled him in for a kiss, but then she heard a couple of sounds that seemed simultaneous—what had to be several gunshots, and the sound of glass breaking.


  Next thing she knew, she and Garrison were on the floor, Jarred on top of them both.


  “What the—”


  “Stay the fuck down!” Jarred screamed, the fear in his voice silencing her. After it seemed the noises had stopped, he lifted his head and then sat up. “Are you hit?”


  “Hit? No, I think I’m okay.”


  “I’m fine,” Garrison said.


  “Stay down on the floor,” Jarred yelled, the same river of fear in his voice. “Crawl to the bathroom in the hallway, get in the tub, and stay there!”


  “But—”


  “Go!”


  Garrison had already started that way, grabbing her arm as Jarred jumped up and disappeared.


  “Where’s he—”


  “Come on!” Garrison had a death-grip on her upper arm and she knew if she didn’t go, she’d be dragged. They got into the bathroom and he shoved her up and into the tub first, crawling in and lying on top of her. She heard Jarred talking to someone, probably 911 from the sound of his voice, even though she couldn’t make out all the words from the ringing in her ears from the gunshots and the sound of her blood rushing through her veins.


  “What the fuck was that?”


  “Shh!”


  Somewhere, she heard sirens in the distance and closing fast. Then she heard Jarred’s voice, still on the phone, as he entered the dark bathroom. Next thing she knew, she had two guys piled on top of her instead of one.


  “We’re in our hall bathroom, in the tub,” he said. “Tell the responding officers that. Three of us, two men and a woman. We’re the end unit, ground floor. The shots came through our back sliders. I don’t know if anyone else got hit or who fired them. Right. Thanks, I’ll hold the line.”


  The men shifted a little, but neither of them would let her move. It felt like forever until someone pounded on their front door.


  “Okay, yeah, I hear them,” Jarred said on the phone. “I’m coming to the front door. I am unarmed.” He got up but when she tried to sit up, Garrison planted a hand in her chest and held her down.


  They heard the sound of the front door being opened and at least two cops coming in, sweeping through from the front to the back, to the kitchen sliders. Outside, it sounded like there were several more people yelling, the sound of a dog barking, and more sirens.


  Finally, the lights flipped on in the bathroom and Jarred stood there in the doorway, looking shaken. “Are you sure you guys are all right?”


  Now she realized he had a small trickle of blood on his forehead. “Ohmigosh!” She managed to untangle herself from Garrison and get up. “You’re bleeding!”


  He glanced in the mirror. “Yeah, I did that myself diving for my phone. Cracked my head on the coffee table. I’m okay.” He grabbed a washcloth and swabbed at it.


  “What the fuck, dude?” Garrison asked.


  A deputy appeared in the bathroom doorway. “Are you three all right?”


  Jarred turned. “Yeah, this is accidentally self-inflicted going for my phone. Did anyone get hurt?”


  “There’s a victim out back. Stay inside. We’ll have a deputy stationed at your back door for now. Call the management company and have them come board up your door.”


  “Thanks.”


  He nodded and walked back out to the living room, talking to someone else.


  “Okay, we are sooo not staying here tonight,” she said. “Once they come board up that door, we’re going to my place.”


  She grabbed Jarred’s head in her hands and pulled him in for a kiss. “What the hell was that about? How’d you know what was going on?”


  “Live fire training. Reflexes took over.”


  “If you’d gone for that nine, I would have kicked your motherfucking ass,” Garrison growled as he grabbed Jarred and pulled him in for a kiss, too.


  “Nine?” she asked. “Nine what?”


  “Shh,” Jarred said, but the deputies weren’t in the living room now. “I still have Janis’ Sig she used to carry when off-duty,” he whispered.


  “You have a gun?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “I have a concealed carry permit.” He pointed at Garrison. “And I’m fucking carrying from now on.”


  “You can’t carry at work,” he argued back. “And it wouldn’t have helped tonight anyway, except maybe gotten you shot.”


  “Then when I’m home.”


  “You won’t need to,” Em said, “because as of tonight you two are officially moving in with me. I’ll borrow a box truck from work tomorrow and we’re getting your stuff out of here.” She headed for the bedroom.


  “Where are you going?” Jarred asked her.


  “To put some damn clothes on. Call the management company. As soon as that’s fixed, we’re out of here tonight.”


  So much for her plans for the evening. At least her pulse and her hearing were both finally starting to return to normal.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was nearly ten p.m. by the time maintenance had secured the shattered back door so they could leave. In that time, Em had already packed all of her stuff and started toting it to her car when the deputies had given the okay for them to go out the front door.


  She had no desire to look out the back. The coroner’s van had just left with the victim a few minutes earlier.


  The men had packed as much as their cars could carry, and valuables like their laptops and the TV.


  Em made sure to grab Janis’ urn, and the pictures from the shelves. Hopefully no one would break in overnight, but these were not replaceable items.


  At her house, they unloaded everything into the empty bedroom, which left them staring at her bed.


  “It’s small,” Jarred said.


  “Fuck it.” She started shoving the mattress off the box spring. “It’s just a cheap bed frame,” she said. “Take it and the box spring into the guest room, and drag the mattress from that bed in here.”


  “Ahh,” the men said.


  “Smart thinking.” Garrison took over from her with the heavier mattress.


  “You sure you’re okay with this?” Garrison asked her a few minutes later as they stared at their makeshift bed on the floor.


  She pulled him close and kissed him. “Uh, yeah. Very. Glad you guys have a larger bed, though. We’ll get it swapped out tomorrow. Once the kitchen’s done at your place, we’ll move in there.”


  He smiled. “Yeah. Your bed would have been a tight fit.”


  “That’s what she said,” Jarred teased.


  “Guess we’re officially living together,” Garrison said.


  She nodded. “Absolutely.”


  The last thing on her mind should have been sex…but now that they were safe, that was the only thing on her mind. She started kissing Garrison, a desperate need, a hunger consuming her.


  Jarred stepped in close and before she knew it, they were pulling her clothes and theirs off and falling together onto their temporary bed. The energy had…shifted. She felt it and wanted to ride it all the way tonight.


  Jarred buried a fist in her hair and pulled her in for a kiss, hungry, deep, in control and melting her into a puddle of goo.


  “I know what I want to do tonight,” he said, his voice throaty, hoarse with hunger.


  “Me, too,” Garrison said.


  They pinned her down on the mattress, each man taking an arm and leaning in to lick and suck on her nipples. Her eyes fell closed, her body aching for them to fill her, fuck her, do whatever they wanted to her.


  And apparently, that’s exactly what they had on their minds.


  Garrison handed her off to Jarred and disappeared for only a moment before he was back. Garrison rolled a condom onto his cock, then climbed on top of her and started slowly fucking her. He reached up and took control of her wrists, leaning in to kiss her.


  But he wasn’t…fucking…her…fast…enough.


  He finally lifted his mouth from hers. “I feel you squirming, baby. You belong to us tonight. Ma’am can punish us tomorrow, if you want, but we’re not going to sleep tonight until we’ve shown you you’re ours as much as we are yours.”


  He kissed her again, a bruising, crushing kiss that threatened to make her come except he slowed his strokes.


  Whatever Jarred had been doing, he returned, and then she felt herself flipped over as Garrison rolled, taking her with him. But he wrapped his arms around her, pinning her arms at her sides. She would have maybe argued with him about that except she realized she could grind herself on his cock and hit her clit exactly perfectly.


  Then he spread his legs, forcing hers wide apart, and she felt Jarred kneeling behind her.


  When she realized what was happening, she froze for only a second before leaning in and kissing Garrison, hard, their tongues doing what she wished his cock was doing to her.


  Jarred’s lube-coated fingers slowly probed her ass. They’d introduced her to the fun of anal play, but they hadn’t taken her there yet, even though that was on her bucket list.


  Which, considering how close they came to kicking the bucket that night, she was good checking an item off same-said list.


  He worked one, then two fingers into her while she squirmed and moaned on top of Garrison.


  “Oh, I know, baby,” Jarred said. “I know how good that feels, believe me. That delicious cock of his stuffed up that sweet pussy, and you’re about to get what you wanted and have my cock up your ass at the same time.”


  She whimpered into Garrison’s mouth, the dirty talk only firing her need. They’d figured out she loved that, and when they switched things up and got Alpha on her in bed, they usually kept up a nonstop filthy narration of what they were doing to her.


  She whined when three fingers started out as a pinching burn that finally turned pleasant after Jarred coaxed her into fucking herself onto Garrison’s cock and his hand. Then his fingers disappeared, soon replaced by his condom-clad cock. He pressed the head against her tight rim and grabbed her hips.


  “Okay, baby,” Jarred said. “Time for you to take us both.” Garrison released his grip on her so she could brace herself on his chest. That freed his hands to reach up and cup her breasts, pinching and rolling her nipples between his fingers.


  The climb started, even as she slowly started working Jarred’s cock up her ass. Every thrust gained more ground and her swollen, throbbing clit rubbed against Garrison with every stroke.


  Jarred was balls-deep inside her ass when he made her sit up. Which she tried to protest, because she’d been so fucking close to coming.


  He reached around her, up to her throat, and gently cupped his hand around her neck, forcing her head back. “Shh, just relax.” He kissed her.


  Then she heard the click and hum, followed by Garrison pressing something against her clit.


  Her universe imploded. That was the closest descriptor she had as the Hitachi drop-kicked the pleasure center of her brain over the abyss. She squirmed and whined and realized every motion was only embedding Jarred’s cock a little farther in her ass, Garrison’s cock in her pussy keeping her from wiggling away from him.


  “You can take it, baby,” Garrison said. “We feel you coming on our cocks. Keep that sweet pussy coming for us.”


  Jarred was holding her up now, because it was like her bones had turned to jelly. One thing the men liked to do was push her to the edge with multiple orgasms, usually stopping just before she was about ready to safeword.


  Tonight, however, their Alpha sides had come out to play and weren’t going back in their cages until they were good and ready.


  Jarred’s cheek was pressed against hers, the stubble raspy against her flesh. “Oooh, baby,” he hoarsely said. “What a nice, tight ass you have. You keep this up, you’ll be able to milk orgasms out of our cocks just with your beautiful body. And don’t think we’re going to stop tonight. You’re ours. A man can only come so close to disaster without making sure the things most precious to him are safe. And we’re gonna keep you safe, and keep you loved, and take care of you.”


  She couldn’t even keep her eyes open. All she could do was sit there, Jarred holding her pressed against his body as Garrison used the Hitachi on her and alternated between tweaking her nipples.


  Had she thought sex was good with them before? Uh, yeah, and this made it feel like they’d been holding back.


  This was…


  She had no words for what this was.


  “Start fucking my cock, baby,” Garrison said. “You want me to turn this nasty vibrator off and let you rest, you’re gonna have to make me come first.”


  Jarred licked her cheek. “Me, too, baby. Oooh, I get to come inside your ass first.”


  She started rocking back and forth, mostly with Jarred’s help.


  “That’s it,” Garrison said. “I’m really close, baby. Fuck, nothing feels as good as your pussy on my cock.”


  “What about my mouth?” Jarred teased.


  “Shut up, Jare. You know what I mean.”


  Jarred was slowly fucking her, too, that more than anything helping her to fuck herself on Garrison’s cock.


  “That’s it,” Garrison said. “Almost there, baby.”


  Jarred thrust his hips harder, longer strokes. “Me, too.”


  She let out a loud cry as another wave swept through her, the men adding their chorus of groans to hers before the Hitachi switched off and Garrison pulled it away.


  She melted on top of Garrison with Jarred draped over her back, his lips nibbling at the base of her neck.


  “And that’s how two knights make love to their lady,” Garrison whispered against her cheek.


  She turned her head and found his lips and kissed, sucked on his bottom one, nibbling gently. “I can’t do that every night,” she mumbled. “You’d short-circuit my brain. I wouldn’t survive it.”


  Jarred finally sat up and helped her to her feet. “Quick clean-up shower, then I think we’ve all earned sleep.”


  It felt weird and good cuddling in her bed in her house with them. She’d almost managed to forget they came really close to dying earlier that evening.


  She pulled their arms around her, wanting as much contact with them as possible.


  “You realize you’re stuck with me now, right?” she mumbled. “You can’t do that to a lady and not expect her to stay.”


  Garrison yawned. “Damn, I sure hope so. Because we’d look awful pitiful camping on your front porch every night and begging you to be with us.”


  “Don’t make me get the Hitachi and make you come some more,” Jarred sleepily threatened.


  She giggled. “Oh, no, not that.”


  But she quickly found herself sliding head-first into sleep.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  The next morning, Em realized she was still in bed with the guys.


  “Uh, hey, shouldn’t you be getting ready for work?”


  “I called off,” Jarred mumbled. “So did he. Family emergency.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She dozed off again.


  When she awoke later on, alone in bed, she smelled coffee and French toast. After using the bathroom and pulling on her robe—and realizing that the aches and pains she was feeling were mostly due to the vigorous romp they’d had last night—she followed her nose to the kitchen.


  “There she is.” Garrison smiled and pulled her in for a hug and kiss.


  “I need to call Mitchell.”


  “I already did,” Jarred said. “Gave him the update.”


  “Ah.” She let him pull her in for a hug and kiss. “We good?”


  He looked at her. “We should ask you that.”


  She smiled. “You think I’m letting you two get away, think again.”


  They surrounded her, hugging her. “Good,” Garrison said. “Because I woke up this morning and realized we should have arranged a codeword or something.”


  “I’m good with my guys taking over and ravishing me sometimes.” A shudder rippled through her. “I think I earned it last night.”


  Based on the location of the bullets the deputies had dug out of their living room walls, they’d probably whizzed within a foot of any of the three of them before they’d hit the floor.


  A step to the side, for any of them, and they might not be there.


  “This isn’t just about last night, is it?” Jarred asked.


  She shook her head. “No. This is about me chasing down what I want.”


  The men smiled. “Yes, Ma’am,” they parroted.


  She grinned. “That is so freaking adorable when you two do that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Life settled down the next couple of weeks, fortunately. Other than Em’s mom, the biggest disruption was the kitchen first getting delayed, then un-delayed when what was thought was a problem with their order having been resolved and turned out to not be a problem at all, but human error on the manufacturing side. Hopefully, it would be installed next week.


  Meanwhile, the three of them settled into a routine. Em would usually come home from work, immediately change, and head next door to work on whatever project they were finishing up.


  The kitchen was the last big thing they needed to make the house really livable.


  That hadn’t stopped them from already having sex—multiple times—in every room in the house.


  And one night on a blanket in the backyard, their activity hidden by the eight-foot privacy fence ringing it.


  Em’s job did get more hectic. While they’d pulled off massive estate sales, this one outdid the largest they’d ever done before. The property itself was less than five acres. It was the sheer number and potential value of the items that’d be sold and auctioned off that made it huge.


  The wife had died ten years earlier, and a severe stroke had forced the husband into a nursing home two years ago. The three daughters and a son were all in agreement on holding the sale, because looking ahead, they could see their father’s finances wouldn’t last as long as he could at his current rate. A cash influx was necessary, and there was no way he’d ever be able to live in his home again.


  Unfortunately, the ex-husband of one of the daughters, whose divorce had only just been finalized weeks earlier, was demanding the sale be postponed until his appeal and challenge could be heard.


  Despite the fact that none of the siblings would be seeing any of the proceeds of the sale, and all of it would go to their father’s care.


  Mitchell had their corporate attorney speak with the estate’s attorney, and was assured that the liquidation could go on as planned. The ex-husband had zero legal standing in the matter.


  That the idiot was representing himself in court didn’t help his case any.


  Mitchell reported all of this to Em when he returned to the office at lunchtime.


  “So we’re good to go for tomorrow?” she asked him. “I’ve got all the extra crews, including part-timers, ready to go.”


  “Yep. Going to need you there, too.”


  “I know.”


  He grinned. “I’ll come pick you up. I’ll even buy you coffee.”


  “You know how to bribe me.”


  “Of course I do.” His smile faded. “How goes it with your situation? We haven’t talked about that in a couple of weeks.”


  “Mom is insisting on moving back in with me.”


  “How is she planning on doing that?”


  “Exactly. She keeps telling my dad that I’m going to change my mind. She’s refusing to admit that’s their new home.”


  “Are they sure they shouldn’t have maybe kept her in the hospital a little longer?”


  “He’s taking her in every day for evaluation as an out-patient. They’re still tweaking her meds.”


  “So she doesn’t know about Jarred and Garrison living with you yet?”


  “Not yet, no. We decided to hold that back for now. I’m not lying to her about our relationship, or about me moving out of my house. She keeps telling me she’ll give me the money to buy it, and I keep telling her no, I’m not going to buy it. I already told the management company I’ll be moving.”


  “You just haven’t told her where you’ll be moving to.”


  “Hell, no. You crazy?” She rethought that phrasing. “Sorry. No, I’m going to wait until we’re living in the new house full-time.”


  “If you guys need any help moving, let me know.”


  “Thanks, but I’m half-moved as it is. We’ve already painted the two guest rooms and got the new flooring down, so the guys have been moving stuff in. We’ll unpack as we go along. Once the kitchen is in and done, that’s the last big thing. We’re not bringing in the living room furniture yet until that’s finished. We don’t want a lot of stuff in the way when they bring the cabinets in.”


  “Let me know when the housewarming is.”


  “Don’t worry. You and Brent will get a special soft-opening premier dinner as our very first guests.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jarred had been off that day and already had dinner ready when Em arrived home.


  “You know you’ve got me spoiled already,” she said as she slipped her arms around his waist from behind and kissed the back of his neck. “You don’t need to keep showing off.”


  “Baby, what part of ‘for life’ did we not make clear?” He tipped his head back for a kiss from her as he continued sautéing whatever it was he was making them for dinner.


  Garrison walked through the front door. “Hello—oh, wow. That smells awesome!”


  Sometimes, it almost scared her a little how easy things had fallen into place with the guys. Despite the near-death experience and her meddling mother.


  They were just getting ready to sit down for dinner—at the table, real dishes and everything—when the doorbell rang.


  Garrison went to answer it. “Um, Em?”


  She got up and found her mother standing there. “Hey. What’s up?”


  Her mom looked from her, to Garrison, to Jarred, who Em sensed walked up behind her.


  Thank goodness the guys had clothes on, at least. Usually they were already naked by now.


  “I…I wanted to talk to you. About the house. About moving back in.”


  There went any thought Em might have had about inviting her inside. “Mom, it’s done. I’ve already told the management company I’m moving out, and they’re going to list it for sale. Does Dad know you’re here?”


  She blushed, which Em had quickly learned was a tell for her hiding something. “I told him I was going out.”


  Em pulled her cell out of her pocket. “So if I call Dad right now and tell him you’re on my doorstep asking to move back in, he’ll know you’re here?”


  “Why do you have to be so stubborn about this, Em?”


  It wasn’t the first time her mom had finally relented and started calling her that, but it was the sarcastic tone she’d used that rang bells in Em’s mind.


  “Are you taking your meds?” Em asked her.


  “Of course I’m taking my meds.” Her mom looked from Garrison to Jarred and then back to Em. “Okay, fine. Just be that way.” Then she turned and stormed off in a huff.


  They watched her get into her car and drive off.


  Em unlocked her phone and pulled up a number.


  “Calling your dad?” Jarred asked.


  “Bet your ass.”


  She got her dad’s voice mail and left a message for him to call her. He didn’t call her back until they were already finished with dinner. That led to a long conversation with him.


  Apparently, her mom was still out and about. Without her cell phone.


  Which she still refused to use.


  By the time Em got off the phone with him, it was after nine, and both she and Jarred had to be up early tomorrow. Him for work, and her to help out with the huge estate sale.


  So much for nookie.


  Instead, she cuddled in bed with her men and closed her eyes, glad to have this peaceful oasis in her life. Them, their love.


  They hadn’t yet made a decision about marriage. She wanted to marry one of them, but the question was, which one? It sucked she couldn’t marry them both, and she’d mentioned that in passing to them.


  At least it wasn’t a desperation scenario like they’d had before. This time, it was a good problem to have.


  Then again, she thought about maybe making the two of them get married. They’d been together longer.


  It was something she didn’t have to settle for now. Tonight, she wanted to try to sleep without dreaming about estate sale miscellany like sometimes happened before one of these big sales.


  Nothing like a nightmare about not being able to get a cell signal to process credit card payments to send her sitting straight up in bed in a cold sweat, rocked out of a sound sleep.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Em rode with Mitchell Saturday morning. He stopped by her place and picked her up since it was on the way. No doubt it would be an extremely busy sale, and one less car taking up space meant it’d be easier for one more customer to park and spend their money.


  Meaning more money in the family’s pocket, and theirs, by default.


  It’d been a work day for Jarred, therefore only one warm body she had to peel herself away from getting out of bed. Jarred had stashed an omelet for her in the microwave before he left for work, and she’d slipped out of bed without waking Garrison.


  Yes, she felt completely spoiled by her two guys. Thank goodness she’d gotten to know them before she’d delved into the wastelands of FetLife and Internet research about female-led dynamics. It would have totally freaked her out if she had.


  That she had two strong, hunky, Alpha guys willing to do her bidding was proving to be the ultimate turn-on for her.


  In retrospect, her marriage to Ronnie had been doomed before they’d even kissed for the first time. Ronnie was a take-charge kind of guy, and any time he’d tried to unilaterally decide something, it’d grated on her for reasons she hadn’t understood, usually leading to fights between them.


  It also gave her insight as to why some of her previous relationships—aside from the cheaters—had been doomed from the start.


  What she’d needed were guys like Jarred and Garrison, men willing to stand by her side and let her direct things without it bruising their egos. Men happy to make her happy, because it made them happy to do it.


  “You loaded for bear, girl?” Mitchell teased once she was in the passenger seat.


  “I suppose.” She sipped at her travel mug of coffee. “And we’re sure the brother-in-law isn’t going to show up?”


  “Ex. Yes. A restraining order was issued against him.”


  “That only means something if he decides to honor it.”


  “We’ll have plenty of people there today helping. And security.”


  This was the only part of her job she hated, having to get up at the asscrack of dawn to work an on-site sale the morning of. But on a big job like this one, it was an all-hands scenario because of the sheer size of the collection they were selling, the need to have eyes on everything to prevent shrink, and to handle getting customers checked out quickly.


  Em preferred the sales where they held them at their warehouse, one entry and exit point, plenty of staff on-hand to manage people and make sure nothing walked out the door before it was paid for.


  This job also promised a potential mid-five-figure profit margin, or higher, if early indicators could be believed. They’d advertised it heavily, and there were plenty of things for nearly every interest and taste. Antiques, glassware and silver, collectibles, automotive memorabilia—and spread out over a house and the large garage/workshop/outbuilding added a degree of difficulty. Plus the snowbirds were already returning from up north, meaning more people in attendance.


  It was a to-the-walls liquidation, too. Some items would be auctioned off individually, the rest going in a general sale. Anything left over at the end of the day, they’d evaluate, inventory, and then decide what would make the trip back to the warehouse with them for inclusion in a later combined sale, or in the consignment shop and listed on the website.


  “You know, a relationship looks good on you,” he teased.


  She felt the blush rising in her cheeks. “Stop it.”


  “Well, it does. Those two boys are eating out of your hand. It’s adorable. I’d do them, if I was single. They wait on you hand and foot.”


  “We’re just…taking it one day at a time.”


  Mitchell let out a gasp as he came to a stop for a red light. He looked at her. “You are their Domme, aren’t you?”


  Her face went from flushed to supernova. “Uh, what?”


  “Oh, don’t play coy with me.” He grinned. “Come on. Tell me.”


  “I don’t know what I am. But we have fun together. I think all three of us were kind of lost, and stuff sort of clicked into place when we met. We’re not really putting any labels on it right now.”


  “Well, if you have any questions, I’ve got friends. Or you can ask me and Brent for advice.”


  Em nearly choked on her coffee. “What?”


  “I’m not exactly inexperienced in this area. Brent and I have played around with BDSM before, but we’re both kind of switchy, so we just do what feels good.”


  “Okay, seriously, Mitchell, I love you, honey, but this conversation is quickly veering into parental-sex-discomfort level.”


  He laughed and let off the brake as the light turned green. “Just sayin’, sweetie. You can talk to me. You know I’m open-minded.”


  “Message received. Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitchell and Em met with their crew and the family first thing and made sure everyone knew their jobs. There was already a waiting line by the time they opened the gate at seven thirty to allow people onto the grounds. Em and Mitchell would patrol the event, in touch with each other and their crew team leaders via walkie-talkies. Brent would be supervising the auction operation going on in a large tent off to the side of the house.


  As Em stood outside on the lanai by the large, empty pool shell, she thought it was a shame the grounds had been allowed to lapse into disrepair. The house itself was sound, but the irregularly shaped pool had been emptied, only a few inches of greenish water standing in the very deepest part and exposing the bottom contours where it sloped down several times. While the grass was mowed, the plants had been allowed to grow wild, giving the land around the house an almost jungle-like atmosphere.


  So far, everything was going according to schedule. The auction was proceeding as planned, the reserve amounts the family had set on a few things being easily met and exceeded, most of the rest bringing in fair market value or more.


  Em was checking the running totals on her tablet when she heard raised voices approaching from the back side of the house.


  “Get out of here, Colin, or I’m going to call the cops and have you arrested for violating the restraining order!”


  “I told you, you have no right to cheat me out of my share of this. This is the only reason you divorced me, isn’t it?”


  “I told you the reason I divorced you was because you cheated on me. I don’t get any of this money. None of us do. It all goes to Dad’s care. What don’t you understand?”


  Em was already on the walkie-talkie before the couple even came into view. “Mitchell, I need security out by the pool. Now. The ex brother-in-law is here. Someone call 911 and get a deputy here, please.”


  The guy, while probably in his mid sixties, stood taller than the woman, and was huge, borderline obese. He towered over her by at least a foot and over a hundred pounds.


  Em walked over, edging herself between the guy and the woman, who was several inches shorter and at least a decade older than Em.


  “Is there a problem here?” Em asked.


  The guy jabbed his finger in Em’s face. “This is none of your fucking business.”


  “I’m the Varel Estate Sales manager,” Em said, trying to stay professional. “So if there’s a problem, it is my business. What can I do for you, sir?”


  “Oh, then you all will get arrested, too,” he said, “when I have you guys sued for trying to cheat me, along with that bitch!” He pointed over Em’s shoulder at the woman now firmly behind her.


  They were standing by the edge of the pool shell, near the middle of it, and Em was slowly trying to back herself and the woman toward the house, to keep distance between them and the guy. She was aware of a flurry of traffic over the radio at that point, but she didn’t dare take her focus off the man.


  “Sir, if you have a problem, you need to get your attorney involved and—”


  “I’m not wasting my money on an attorney who’s going to cheat me out of more money. Bastards said I didn’t have a right to any of this. Well, they’re wrong. I was married to that bitch for over twenty years, and put up with her parents’ bullshit all that time. She owes me!”


  Em was aware of Mitchell and one of the security guards bursting onto the patio area from the same direction the couple had come. She took another step back, one arm behind her to keep the older, smaller woman moving back, too.


  “This is a legal estate liquidation sale,” Em said. “The owner has given permission for—”


  “Fuck that!” The guy shoved Em out of his way, sending her flying.


  She lost her balance and found herself briefly pinwheeling her arms in midair over the empty pool shell. Then she hit the bottom face up, landing on one of the contours where the bottom dropped, the back of her head also squarely smacking against the concrete and the impact driving the breath from her lungs.


  “Em!” She was aware of a lot of people yelling, a scuffle up on the patio, and Mitchell jumping into the pool next to her, grabbing her hand.


  When she moved to sit up, he pressed his hand against her forehead, keeping her still. “No, sweetie, don’t move.” He yelled up at someone. “Call 911 back and get an ambulance rolling!”


  “I’m okay.”


  “Shh, no, stop moving. We need to make sure you’re okay.”


  Everything hurt, her head, her back, her legs. But when she tried to wiggle her toes in her sneakers, she realized they had a weird, tingly feeling.


  Her gaze focused on Mitchell. “My feet feel weird.”


  “Baby, do not move.” In fact, he now looked upside down, because he was kneeling at the top of her head, both his hands gently pressed against the sides of her head, immobilizing her.


  “What happened to my radio and my tabl—”


  “Em, sweetie, I’m going to spank you if you don’t be a good girl for me and just lay here. Humor a guy, okay? That’s an order.”


  The fear in his voice had her scared. He’d taken the Red Cross class with her.


  “Is it bad?”


  “You just landed weird. I’m going to play worrywart and keep you immobile. If the paramedics want to let you move, that’s up to them. I’m not taking any chances with you.”


  Now she couldn’t help trying to wiggle her toes. From the way she was lying, she couldn’t even see her feet, because they were in the deeper section of the pool shell.


  “Are my feet moving?”


  “Stop trying to move them. Yes, they moved. Now fucking stop it and hold still!”


  The near hysteria in his tone more than anything chilled her. If Mitchell, her rock, her steady, funny jokester was close to panic, it couldn’t be good.


  Brent appeared in her field of vision and she tuned out what they were saying, instead choosing to focus on Mitchell’s piercing grey eyes.


  “Don’t stop the sale,” she finally said. “Make sure you don’t stop the sale.”


  “Honey, you don’t worry about that. I’m ordering you not to worry about that.”


  She heard sirens approaching in the distance. Within a few minutes, several paramedics were huddled around her, no one making Mitchell move yet as they evaluated her and her condition. Brent had retrieved her purse from Mitchell’s car and, finally, they got her secured to a backboard and carried out of the pool and to a waiting ambulance.


  Mitchell climbed into the back of the ambulance to ride with her. “Tell the cops I want to press charges,” she told him. It was hard to talk now with her head secured to the backboard and a cervical collar around her neck. But at least now she could see her feet and when she made little movements, they responded.


  Hopefully that was good and this was just an overabundance of caution.


  “Betcher ass there will be charges, but we’ll worry about that later. Right now, I want doctors going over you with a fine-toothed comb. I can’t have anyone damaging my bestie.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Jarred was up on the third floor and helping another CNA get a patient moved from their bed to the recliner in their room when the floor supervisor stuck her head around the edge of the doorway.


  “There you are. Jarred, downstairs. Stat. ER.”


  “What?”


  “Guy named Mitchell Goldstein down there. Called up here and asked for you personally.”


  His heart started pounding. “Can you help here?”


  She walked in and took over from him as he bolted from the room, not even waiting for the elevator to come up and taking the stairs as fast as he could. When he ran into the ER, he slid to a stop in front of the administration desk.


  “Mitchell Goldstein. Where is he?”


  She tapped into her computer. “Hon, I don’t have anyone by that name. I—”


  Jarred swiped his ID and shoved the door to the ER unit open, his eyes scanning the whiteboard of ER patients until they froze on an entry.


  Woodland, M.


  He didn’t even read far enough to see what code designated her reason for being there. He took off again at a run, dodging a nurse with an IV stand and almost plowing into another nurse who was standing just inside the doorway of the room.


  “Em!” He spotted Mitchell next to where she was strapped down on a long backboard on a gurney and being examined by the on-call.


  “She got shoved into an empty concrete pool shell,” Mitchell told him, switching out positions with Jarred so he could be next to her. “Fell about six feet and landed on her back.”


  Relief filled him as he realized her eyes were open and she was responsive and talking to the doctor. “Ma—sweetheart, are you okay?”


  He’d barely caught himself from calling her Ma’am.


  “My feet feel weird,” she said. “They’re tingly.”


  “We need to get her to radiology,” the doctor said to Jarred as he eyed him and his obviously familiar behavior with the patient. “You good?”


  Her hand snaked out of the straps holding her to the board and she grabbed hold of Jarred’s. “He’s my fiancé,” she said, staring into Jarred’s eyes. “Please let him come.”


  “Ah, okay,” the doctor said, his tone immediately gentling. “Gotcha.”


  “Get a form,” Mitchell said from somewhere in the corner. “Sign a next-of-kin form for him, sweetie.”


  “That,” she said. “I want him to be able to make decisions for me.”


  “Ms. Woodland,” the doctor said, “you’re going to be fine, but we’ll get that for you.”


  One of the nurses left the room and came back with a clipboard as they were preparing to move Em. She scribbled her name on the form while Jarred held the clipboard for her, then she looked up at Jarred. “Add Garrison for me, too, please. And Mitchell and Brent.”


  Jarred took the clipboard, signed where he needed to, and also added Garrison’s name to the form before handing it to Mitchell to sign, who returned it to the nurse.


  Mitchell tapped him on the shoulder. “Here’s her purse with her wallet and stuff.”


  “Did you call her parents yet?”


  “Are you nucking futz? Hell, no. She’d have killed me.”


  “Don’t call them yet,” she begged. “Please. Call Garrison and get him here.”


  “I will, baby. Let’s see what’s up with you.” Jarred helped transfer her, backboard and all, from the ambulance gurney to the bed and they moved her down to radiology for initial X-rays. Jarred had Mitchell follow them since Jarred could intercede for him with the staff and get him in, too.


  While they were waiting for the radiology techs to prepare, Jarred rooted through her purse, grabbed her cell phone, punched Garrison’s number in, and hit send before handing it to Mitchell.


  “Tell him where we are and what’s going on, please. And to not call her folks yet.”


  “Will do.” Mitchell ducked into the hallway.


  She looked scared, terrified, her blue eyes teary and focused on him.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “You’re going to be okay. It’s probably a pinched nerve or something. This is just a precaution.”


  “I hit hard. I felt something pop when I hit and it hurts.”


  He tried not to let his fear show. “That can mean a lot of things. Please don’t stress. I’m here. I’ve got you. They’re going to take good care of you.”


  They got her ready to take the X-rays, and he stepped out into the hall because there weren’t enough smocks for him, and they had several techs handling it because of her backboard.


  Mitchell was standing there and returned her phone. “He’s on the way. I told him to call my cell when he gets here, and I’ll go meet him and bring him back.”


  “What the hell happened?” Jarred asked.


  “Stupid asshole brother-in-law got into a fight with his ex. He wasn’t even supposed to be there. The woman has a restraining order against him. He went after her, and Em tried to get between them. Damn pool was empty. Had there been water in it, she’d have been pissed off, but fine. She hit the bottom on one of the contours and I kept her still until the EMTs got there and transported her. Eventually, I’m going to need a ride, too. My car’s still at the sale property.”


  “Did they arrest the fucker?”


  “He was wearing a pair of deputy’s bracelets as they shoved him into the back of a marked cruiser. Don’t worry, we’re going to be pressing charges.”


  They called them in to help transfer her back to the bed. Since she was conscious and responsive and not having any breathing problems, they wouldn’t remove the back board until they knew exactly what injuries they were dealing with.


  “How you doing?” Jarred asked.


  “My right foot’s numb. Not like it’s asleep. I can’t feel it. But they said I’m wiggling my toes.”


  He tried not to panic. “That’s good. Pinched nerve can do that. Let’s let the radiologist read the films and we’ll go from there.”


  He saw the conference going on in the booth where the techs and a radiologist were reviewing the scans. Everything now was digital, instantaneous results with no development time needed.


  “Well?”


  The radiologist raised an eyebrow at him.


  “I’m her fiancé,” he said, knowing they could talk about that later. That she’d had the presence of mind to declare that under the circumstances was another sign in her favor that she was going to be okay. “And I work here.”


  He waved him in and showed him. “Good news is it looks like the bump on the head is just that. No signs of skull trauma, or a concussion. Her back, however, isn’t so lucky. L1-L2. Fracture. She’s showing neurological symptoms, so we’re waiting for the CT machine to open up. I called downstairs and they ordered it.”


  “How bad is it?”


  “You’ll have to talk to ortho and neuro about that. You know how this works. I’m not going to go there.”


  It was another twenty minutes before they could get the CT scan done and then get her transferred back to the ER. Garrison arrived just as they were returning to the ER unit, and Jarred didn’t even care about the funny looks they received as Garrison leaned in to kiss her and whisper to her.


  The on-call returned. “Okay. We’re going to get you off that backboard, but we’re going to keep you immobilized for now.”


  “Do I need surgery?”


  “I’ve got calls out for consults. We’re going to get an IV started and get some fluids in you, but no food or drink right now.”


  A code blue was paged in one of the other ER bays, and everyone else went running.


  Jarred stayed there with her, knowing he’d only be in the way at that point.


  She stared up into his eyes. “I’m sorry.”


  “What for, baby?”


  “I’m sorry this happened. And sorry for the fiancé thing.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Don’t apologize, Ma’am,” he said. “It saves me the worry of whether or not to propose.” He stroked her forehead. “Stop worrying. It’ll only mess with your blood pressure.” He glanced at her stats on the monitors. Pulse and BP were elevated, obviously.


  “How bad is it?” Garrison asked.


  “The trauma probably caused a little swelling. There’s a fracture, but they might just want her to be on bed rest and wear a back brace. Or she might need surgery to stabilize it.” He focused on her again. “Don’t panic.”


  Except an hour later, she was still in the ER. After getting her off the backboard and carefully undressed when she refused to let them cut her shorts and T-shirt off her, then covered by a hospital gown, they took her for an MRI. By this time, her other foot had gone numb, too, even though she still could wiggle her toes.


  Meanwhile, a deputy had come by to take her and Mitchell’s statements about what had happened. When he left, that’s when the orthopedic surgeon came in.


  “I’ve reviewed the radiology reports and films. I want to go ahead and get her into surgery. It could just be the swelling from the trauma, but I don’t want to take any chances. They’ve got an OR open and my PA and surgical nurse are on their way.”


  Jarred left Garrison and Mitchell with her and pulled the doctor aside to talk to him and get the whole story. As the doctor left to go make the preparations, Jarred returned to her side.


  “Okay, baby. Listen to me. It’s not as scary as it sounds. He can’t tell from the films if it’s just the bone or if it’s the disk, too, and he’s worried about making sure it’s stable. Just going to be a little tiny incision.”


  “It’s surgery. I’ve never had surgery before.”


  “We’re going to be right there waiting on you,” he said.


  “Don’t call my parents. Please don’t call them.”


  “No one’s calling anyone,” Garrison assured her. “It’s all right. We’ve got you.”


  “Please don’t be upset with me,” she said to Garrison.


  “Honey, why would I be upset with you?”


  “I told them Jarred is my fiancé. I was scared they might make him leave and call my parents.”


  Garrison leaned in and kissed her. “Baby, the only person I’m upset at right now is the asshole who did this to you.” He stared into her eyes. “Ma’am,” he whispered, “we’re going to take care of you. You just listen to us, and everything’s going to be okay.”


  “We’ll be there the whole time,” Jarred assured her. “You need this to keep from having worse problems.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Logically, Em knew that several hours had passed, but with everything going on, and her fear, and the pain in her back and from the goose-egg on her head, it felt like time had stopped.


  She hadn’t even realized what hospital they’d transported her to until Jarred was suddenly at her side instead of Mitchell in the ER.


  Thank god her boys were there to take care of her. She wasn’t too proud to admit she was scared shitless.


  “Can you go in the OR with me?” she asked Jarred.


  “No, honey. I can’t. I’m family. Technically, they shouldn’t have allowed me to help as much as I have. I’m going to be sitting there in the waiting room with Mitchell and Gare.”


  “We’re right here, baby,” Garrison said from her other side. They each had a hand and she knew Mitchell was sitting in the corner, too. “They’re going to take good care of you, and we’ll be waiting as soon as you get out.”


  “Sometimes they do this kind of surgery out-patient,” Jarred told her. “But the doctor you drew, he’s good. Very cautious in terms of trauma care. He’s got a good rep.”


  “Mitchell?”


  He stood and walked over, standing behind Jarred. “Yeah, sweetie?”


  “I think I’m going to need a couple of days off. Sorry.”


  He burst out laughing. “Honey, I’m ordering you on a minimum two-week paid vacay. I reserve the right to make it longer depending on what the doctor says. Oh, FYI, workman’s comp will be picking up this tab. You were on the job when it happened. I’ll take care of filing the claim. You just focus on what these two guys tell you to do.”


  She felt badly she had to lean on Jarred and Garrison and couldn’t just suck it up and deal, but fear had set in.


  “Mitchell, get me one of those living will forms from them, please?”


  “You’re not dying, sugarplum.”


  “I want to make sure the guys are listed on there.”


  He went out in search of a nurse, returning with her in a few minutes. She had other forms for Em to sign, too, for the surgery, the anesthesiologist, and more. Em glanced at the living will forms and signed them. No matter what, she wanted Jarred and Garrison calling the shots, not her mother.


  The anesthesiologist came in and Em let Jarred handle the discussion.


  Then it came time to wheel her into the OR.


  They paused so she could talk to Mitchell, Jarred, and Garrison. “Love you guys. Well, Mitchell, not like that, but—”


  “Stop talking like you’re dying, kiddo,” Mitchell gently scolded before he kissed her forehead. “You’ll be fine.” He stepped out of the way for Jarred and Garrison.


  Garrison leaned in first and kissed her. “Love you, too, baby. Just think, now you have to let us take care of you for a while.” He smiled.


  “Hell of a way to do it,” she said.


  Jarred kissed her next. “Relax, stay calm. You’ll go to sleep and wake up and it’ll be okay. Love you.”


  When she finally let them wheel her into the OR, she took a deep breath and tried to stay calm.


  I get through this, I’m going to spend the rest of my life with those two. I’m done being scared over a relationship.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  Em opened her eyes coughing to the sound of a nurse trying to reassure her.


  Then Jarred appeared in her field of vision, his voice punching through the haze, his hand around hers. “It’s okay, sweetheart. You did great. It’s all over.”


  Her mind felt fuzzy, foggy. She remembered counting backward from one hundred in the OR, and then nothing, until now.


  She heard a beep and then Jarred pressed something into her hand. “That’s a pain button for morphine. I just hit it. It won’t let you hit it too much, so punch it when you need to.”


  They put a plastic tube around her head, up into her nose, feeding her oxygen.


  “Take deep breaths, sweetie,” he coaxed.


  “How bad was it?”


  “Not bad. The disk had torn and was pressing on a nerve. He took the piece out. The fracture in the vertebra isn’t all the way through it, so it’ll heal on its own. It’s all good. He didn’t even have to fuse anything. The numbness was probably from the disk and some swelling. He’s going to have you wear a back brace for a few weeks once you’re discharged.”


  She tried wiggling her toes and realized with more than a little relief that while there was still a little tingling, she could completely feel them again.


  “The nurse is right here,” he said. “I need to go get Garrison and Mitchell, okay?”


  “Okay.” He left and quickly returned with them.


  “What time is it?” she asked.


  “Close to four o’clock,” Jarred said.


  She winced as she tried to shift position a little and realized how badly that hurt.


  “Don’t move right now, baby,” Jarred warned. “They have you on your side so they can watch the incision. They’ll let you roll onto your back in a while, but you let us help you. Do not try moving on your own yet.”


  “How’d the sale go? Did we make what we thought?”


  Mitchell laughed. “Girl, now I know you’re going to be okay if you’re asking me that. It went great. Brent and the others took up the slack. The guy’s going to be arraigned Monday morning.”


  “You didn’t call my parents, right?”


  “No one called your parents.” Mitchell eyed Jarred and Garrison. “But don’t you think you should call your dad and let him know what’s going on? He’s going to be hurt you didn’t tell him. The surgery’s over and you’re going to be fine. Probably be discharged Monday.”


  Em didn’t know how long she was in recovery, but she’d started dozing off when she felt the bed moving and realized they were taking her to a room. Once they got her settled, she started to doze again when she heard Jared and Garrison discussing who was going to spend the night with her.


  “No, go home, guys.” She punched the button for the pain pump. “I’m going to stay right here.”


  “We’re not leaving you alone,” Jarred said.


  “I’m going to go to sleep. I hope. You missed all day of work because of me. Please, go home. It’s okay.”


  “Honey, I’m already going to be here,” Jarred said. “The guy who came in early for me to cover the rest of my shift, he was supposed to work tonight. I’m picking up his shift. I can take a nap here in your room.”


  She knew from his tone he wasn’t going to argue about this with her.


  “Okay,” she said “But Garrison can sleep at home. I don’t need both of you here. And someone has to take Mitchell back to his car.”


  “I have to run home to grab some stuff anyway,” Jarred said. “And food. But I’ll be back in about two hours, okay?”


  “I’ll be fine.” She was already feeling the effects of the morphine pulling at her. “Go.”


  Jarred kissed her. “Love you, baby.”


  “Love you, too.”


  Garrison leaned in for a kiss. “You sure you won’t let me sleep here tonight?”


  “Where will Jarred sleep if you do?”


  “Fair point. Okay. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  Mitchell kissed her cheek. “You are working on earning a raise the hard way. Stepping between that big bully and that woman are not part of your job description.”


  She smiled up at him. “Remember that next time I beg you to buy the good flavored coffee for the break room.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Little shit. I love you. You are not allowed to scare me like that again, hear?”


  “I’ll try not to. Love you, too. Not like I love them, though.”


  He laughed. “Honey, the girl ship sailed out of my harbor before you were ever born.”


  They finally left together after Jarred had one more conference with the nurse and told her he’d be coming back soon.


  Em dozed. When she awoke, someone had turned on the TV in the room to a nearly painfully loud level, since the speaker was on the remote control, which was lying next to her head on the bed.


  First thing she did was hit her pain pump button. Then she reached up and managed to find the remote and turn the volume down.


  “Oh, good! You’re awake!”


  If Em hadn’t been in so much pain, she would have sat straight up in bed as her mother walked around the end of it.


  “What are you doing here?”


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “The workman’s comp agent called. Well, they thought they had your home phone number, apparently. Asking to speak to someone about your injury, and if you were still in the hospital or had been discharged yet.”


  “Where’s Dad?”


  “I don’t know. He was out shopping when I left. How could you not tell us you’d gotten hurt?”


  “Because I didn’t want you here, Mom.” Em knew she should try to be a little more diplomatic, except she was in pain and the last thing she wanted to deal with right then was her mom.


  Her mom frowned. “Why not?”


  “Why not? Because Jarred and Garrison were here and if I had to choose, sorry, they win.”


  “How can you possibly choose those…those—”


  “I love them. If you don’t like it, you can get the hell out of here.”


  “That’s a horrible thing to say to me.”


  Before the men had left, they’d positioned Em on her back. She’d been warned, though, that if she wanted to roll to either side, she needed to either get help, or log-roll in one motion so she didn’t twist.


  Now she felt like she was going to be sick, her stress and anger and the morphine making her nauseated. “Get the nurse,” Em said.


  “Why, what’s wrong?”


  “Get the nurse!” The last thing she wanted to do was puke all over herself. “I’m going to be sick.”


  “Oh, there’s a tub right here.” Her mom walked around the bed again and picked up a yellow, plastic basin from the table on the other side of the bed. “Here, I’ll help you sit up.” She started to pull on Em’s right arm, the one without the IV in it.


  “No! Stop!” Pain shot through her. While trying to reach the remote, she accidentally knocked it off the bed where it clattered to the floor somewhere behind her.


  “Well, you don’t have to yell at me!”


  “Nurse!” Em yelled. Then she spotted the call button on her bedrail on her left side. She started punching that.


  Somewhere behind her, she heard an intercom come to life. “Nursing station.”


  “I’m going to be sick, please!”


  “Be right there.”


  Her mom had already dropped the bedrail on her right side. “Don’t be so stubborn. Here, let me help you up.” She grabbed Em’s arm again and started yanking on her, trying to pull her into an upright position.


  “No! Stop!” She tried shoving her mom away with her left arm, which sent both of them off balance. Em shrieked, pain exploding through her back, and through her left arm, where the IV was ripped out by her falling over and off the far side of the bed.


  And that’s when she puked, all over herself and the floor.


  She lay there on the floor, sobbing, as a nurse came in, then started screaming for help over the intercom as she rounded the bed and practically shoved her mom out of the way.


  “I was just trying to help her sit up!” her mom protested. “She said she was going to be sick, then she acted all crazy.”


  Em closed her eyes, freaked out by all the blood on her arm. The nurse was trying to get her bleeding stopped when Em heard more people run into the room.


  And then the enraged sound of Jarred’s voice, yelling for someone to call security.


  It hurt. Everything hurt.


  So. Fucking. Bad.


  But then his voice was in her ear, soft, gentle. “Breathe, babe. Breathe and don’t move. We got this.” Then his tone turned murderous as he spoke to someone else. “Get that woman out of here and ban her from the damn hospital!”


  Em didn’t dare open her eyes as they worked on her left arm to get the bleeding stopped and clean her up, got her up off the floor and back into bed, and repositioned on her left side. Her right arm now had the IV and they’d draped a clean gown over her.


  Then she heard another man’s voice, the surgeon. “Need to get her down to radiology right now and have that looked at. I want a CT scan, make sure she didn’t do more damage. I’ll call down there.”


  “What about the incision?” another nurse asked.


  “Put some Steri-Strips over it. If I need to take her back into surgery, I don’t want to do more trauma by putting new staples in right now.”


  It wasn’t long before she felt someone swabbing something cool around the incision area, then the feel of them applying what she assumed was whatever the doctor had said.


  “Jarred,” she whispered.


  He squeezed her right hand. “I’m right here, baby. I’m so fucking sorry. I shouldn’t have left you.”


  She felt them unhooking her monitor leads and getting her bed ready to move. “What’s going to happen?”


  “You pulled two staples in your incision. He wants to see what it looks like on film. It’s okay.”


  “He said surgery.”


  “He said maybe. I’m here. I am going to kill whoever called her.”


  The bed was moving, but he wasn’t letting go of her hand. “She said the workman’s comp claims people called. Mom and Dad have my old home phone number as their landline. It was an accident.”


  “Shit. Okay, just relax and breathe.” She heard her pain pump beep so apparently he’d hit the button for her.


  And at some point, as things got fuzzy, she heard them talking about another surgery…


  


  * * * *


  


  She opened her eyes in a darkened hospital room. She found the pain pump button in her right hand and squeezed it, making it beep.


  Jarred’s voice spoke on her right side. “Baby, you okay?”


  He was there.


  “It hurts.”


  He sat up and came into view. Then she heard Garrison’s voice. “She awake?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What time is it?”


  “After midnight. He took you back into surgery. He had to take out another little piece of the disk. You’re okay.”


  “I’m not going home Monday, am I?”


  “No, sweetie. You’ll be in here several days, at least. They’re worried about possible infection. Just a precaution. And they want to keep you immobile for a couple of days so you don’t do any more damage.”


  “What happened to my mom?”


  “Security kicked her out. I called your dad and told him what happened. I haven’t talked to him since then. Frankly, I don’t care what happens to her.”


  “Guys?”


  “Yeah, babe?” Garrison asked.


  “Please don’t leave me.”


  “Fuckin’ A, we’re not leaving you alone,” Jarred said. “Not after this bullshit.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Hey, don’t be sorry,” Jarred said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “What happened?” Garrison asked.


  “I woke up and she was here. Then I felt sick and she tried to pull me into sitting up, and when I shoved her away, I fell.”


  “Well, not a problem now,” Jarred said. “She’s banned from the hospital. One of us, or Brent or Mitchell, will be here with you.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “I’m so sorry I didn’t stay with you. I feel fucking horrible about that.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not okay. My job is to take care of you and I didn’t.”


  “Take care of me now. You guys take charge. Please?”


  “Bet yer ass we are,” Garrison said.


  “Okay.” She closed her eyes, the morphine calling to her again.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Em was so glad to be home she couldn’t believe it. Over a week in the hospital with no privacy had taken a toll on her, even though one or both men had slept in the room with her every night.


  They weren’t looking for their Ma’am to step back into her role. They’d followed her request and totally took charge. During the day, either Mitchell or Brent had stayed with her, and Jarred frequently popped his head in to check on her.


  They were going to take care of her, like it or not.


  Problem was, now that she was home and starting to feel like herself again, she was ready to try to take control of her life. She’d felt somewhat helpless with her mom living under her roof. Em had just started to get the feel for her new relationship with Garrison and Jarred when she was injured.


  Dealing with her mom in the hospital had been the final straw. Her father had come to visit her—alone—the next morning. Her mom apparently hadn’t taken her meds that day.


  Or for the past several days.


  She was now back in the psychiatric center, and would be for several more days, at least. While she expressed remorse for what she’d done, Em wasn’t ready to forgive and forget just yet.


  Her men damn sure weren’t, and hadn’t seemed able to downshift from uber-protective mode since the incident with her mom.


  Except…she was home. Their home, the new house. The kitchen had been installed and the men had taken plenty of pictures of the whole process to show her while she was still in the hospital.


  It was almost like starting over from scratch, in a way.


  Again.


  This time, however, she’d had Tilly’s assistance. While Tilly had visited her one night in the hospital while Jarred went home to collapse and Garrison hadn’t yet arrived, Em had told Tilly what she wanted to do. With her friend’s help, Tilly guided her through Amazon on her laptop, and Tilly let Em use her address for the delivery so it’d be a surprise. That morning, while Garrison had run home to do some things in preparation for her homecoming and Tilly was there to watch over her, Tilly had given Em the surprise to tuck away in her purse.


  When the men got her home Monday afternoon and she got undressed and settled in bed, she patted the other side of it. “Come up here. Kneeling.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Um, sweetie, you shouldn’t be doing a lot of moving around,” Garrison said. “And while we don’t mind putting on a show for you, I don’t want to accidentally jostle you.”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Did I stutter? Bed. Now.”


  No, she wasn’t submissive. The past week notwithstanding, normally she was more comfortable in their usual roles for day-to-day stuff. Otherwise, it’d chafe at her. In fact, a couple of times the past three days she’d nearly snapped at the guys when they’d been hovering, overprotective.


  The men carefully climbed up onto the bed.


  She reached into her purse and pulled out the two satin pouches the matching necklaces had come in. Exactly the same, the stainless steel chains weren’t heavy or thick, but the serpentine pattern was more than just a basic chain.


  “We’ll do something different once I’m up and about and completely back to normal,” she said. “Tilly said we could probably do a collaring at the club. But I’m not about to waste any more time. We can discuss marriage later, once I’m healed up. I was terrified and sort of sprung that on you guys because of the circumstances. But I do love you. And I wish I could marry both of you, but I can’t. We’ll figure it out.”


  She crooked a finger at Garrison, coaxing him closer. She would never make him take off the necklace which held Janis’ engagement and wedding rings. But he could wear this with it. Also, Jarred could wear his at work, under his scrub top, without any trouble.


  “Consider these your collars,” she said as she hooked one around Garrison’s neck, then the other around Jarred’s neck. “I’m formally collaring you two before you can get away from me. I love you both, and I’m glad you’re not about to make me choose between you, because I never could. We can work out the official labels later. I don’t care if you want to be my subs or my slaves or my pets, or whatever, as long as you’re mine, and I’m yours.”


  The men looked close to tears and she hoped they didn’t start crying, because if they did, she’d cry, too.


  “You do it,” Jarred told Garrison. “I want you to do it.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. I am.”


  “Do what?” she asked.


  Garrison got out of bed and went to retrieve something from another room. He returned, but instead of kneeling on the bed, he knelt next to her, on the floor.


  That’s when she realized what he had in his hand. “Em, we’d planned to do this last weekend, but shit happened. We were going to take you out to a nice restaurant on Sunday night and then go walk on the beach and tell you what we felt for you.”


  He reached up and took her left hand, sliding the engagement ring onto her finger. “Will you marry me?”


  It took her a moment to realize she wasn’t nodding. She’d been too busy staring at the ring. Finally, she got the word out. “Yes!”


  He smiled as he stood and kissed her. “We know one reason you said he was your fiancé because of what happened, but it was just more proof to us that you felt about us how we feel about you. That night with the gunfire scared the shit out of us. About how close a call it was. Then the fall. And the other fall. We’re not about to wait any longer.”


  Jarred kissed her next. “We’ll get matching wedding bands to wear.”


  That’s when she realized something.


  Jarred wasn’t wearing his wedding band, and Garrison hadn’t been wearing his necklace, either.


  She looked at Jarred’s hand, where the white mark was still clearly visible. “Where’s your ring?”


  He laced fingers with her as Garrison returned to the bed. “We took them off yesterday,” he said. “We put his wedding band on the chain with the other two rings, and they’re out in the living room on the shelf with her urn.”


  “I’d never make you take them off,” she said.


  “It was our choice,” Garrison said. “We decided that if we’re willing to make this lifelong commitment to you, we want to be yours completely. We had no idea you were going to collar us tonight. That was just a happy coincidence.”


  “Eventually,” Jarred said, “we’re going to get some sort of a little glass box to put the rings and the necklace in to sit on the shelf. And a couple of other little things of hers. But we both realized that she would probably be yelling at us for not moving on now that we have you in our lives.”


  “Loudly.” Garrison smirked. “She’d probably say, ‘Doofuses, quit moping and enjoy life’.”


  Jarred chuckled. “She would have.”


  “She called you that?”


  “Not all the time,” Garrison said. “Just occasionally. When one of us was epically dumb about something. Playfully. Not mean.”


  She stared at the ring. “I was not expecting this.”


  “Noooobody expects the surprise proposal,” the men said, making her laugh.


  “Love you guys,” she said.


  “Love you, too,” they parroted, making her chuckle. Which made her wince, which then put both men on high alert. “I’m okay,” she assured them. “The doctor said barring lifting anything, if I took it easy I could…you know…do stuff.”


  “Well, until he clears you, we’re going easy,” Jarred said.


  She caught their hands and pulled them to her lips, kissing them, tucking them against her chest. “Sometimes, I’m going to want you guys to just take over in bed, you know. This, however, is not one of those times. You did what I asked you to do, and you took care of me in the hospital. Now I’m home, and I need to get back to what we usually do.”


  “Ma’am gets what Ma’am wants,” Jarred teased.


  “I know I was scared shitless that night,” she said, knowing they would follow her train of thought, “but I have to say the sex we had once we were at my place? That was…that was really fucking hot. I can still be Ma’am with you guys getting all Alpha on my ass in bed occasionally when the mood strikes you. Otherwise, I’m happy with our knight and Lady dynamic.”


  “So are we, baby,” Garrison said.


  “Okay, so get naked, and one of you get the Hitachi.” The back brace would be a little uncomfortable, but she wouldn’t have to move any.


  Once they were naked and had fetched the vibrator, Garrison carefully stretched out next to her and kissed her while Jarred flipped the switch to high and pressed the Hitachi against her clit.


  Oh, it didn’t take long. Once he got her over and she held up her hand he immediately pulled the vibrator away and switched it off. “Better, Ma’am?”


  She sighed. “Very much better. Now you two. Your choice, as long as it’s right here where I can watch.”


  Not wanting to jostle her by shaking the bed, they opted to take turns, first Garrison lying next to her. She kissed him while Jarred gave him a blow job. Then they switched places, Jarred kissing her while Garrison went down on Jarred.


  With everyone satisfied, Em felt like a nap. “Wake me when it’s dinner time, boys,” she said. “Love you.”


  “Love you, Ma’am,” they echoed.


  Yeah, this. While she’d started to chafe under their Alpha personas in the hospital, this was what she wanted.


  Her men could easily take care of business, take care of her, and be strong dudes ready to take on the world to protect her.


  But what turned her on was that they chose to take care of her and submit to her. Like having her own personal bodyguards.


  Didn’t every lady want a knight to take care of her?


  She sure as hell did.


  No way in hell she’d ever give them up, either.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  Em lounged in the chaise on the back lanai. Mid-December in Florida, and it was a pleasantly cool Sunday, but warm enough in the sunny patches, which was where her chaise was located. Her two nearly naked personal cabana boys weeding the flowerbeds in the backyard was a fun sight to keep her occupied. With the eight-foot fence surrounding the backyard, no one could see in or intrude upon their privacy.


  She wouldn’t trade it—or them—for anything.


  She still had to fight the urge to get up and do too much. Overdo things. She was so used to being independent and not needing help, that allowing the men to help her still felt kind of alien in many ways.


  They enjoyed it, though, and it achieved the desired results, so she wouldn’t complain. Eventually, she’d transition into being able to get back to her normal routine and activities. The men assured her when that time came they could figure out new ways to fulfill their need for service to balance it all out without driving any of them crazy.


  The best thing of all? She trusted them more than enough to know that’s exactly what would happen.


  They’d figure it out.


  Together.


  At least with her job she could work from home almost all of the time. The few times she needed to actually go into the office, either Brent or Mitchell came to pick her up and then brought her home, whether she was ready to come home or not. Many times she wanted to stay and work longer, and the men ordered her home to take it easy.


  Another couple of weeks, and she’d be cleared to get back to her usual full-time duties. The doctor had actually said she could drive now, if she felt up to it. Unfortunately, Mitchell, Brent, Garrison, and Jarred had all nixed that idea, refusing to let her. She still wasn’t supposed to lift anything over ten pounds, and when her laptop and case and purse all weighed in at nine, the men refused to let her drive herself for fear of her lifting too much.


  She wouldn’t overrule them on this point. They cared about her, were worried about her. In Garrison and Jarred she could see the fear haunting them, the near miss, the old grief.


  If it made her two guys happy to drive her around for now, she’d let them. Once New Year’s passed, they would ease up and let her resume her usual routine.


  They already had their Christmas tree up. The men had put it up, mixing her ornaments and theirs and looking to her for direction on where to hang things while not letting her so much as lift a finger to help. They would be having family come there for Christmas Day dinner.


  Not just Jarred and Garrison’s families, but hers as well. She’d already met and been welcomed by both men’s families. Her mom had been invited, but had not yet said if she’d come. Her dad had assured them he would be there. If her mom wanted to spend the day alone, that would be her choice. Don and his wife and son, and Amy and her two kids, would also be there.


  Em had a private meeting with her mom and her mom’s doctor to go over the events of that day. To her mom’s credit, she’d apologized for her part in it. Em knew there hadn’t been any malice in her actions, but the lack of judgment by not taking her meds, compounded by showing up at the hospital without telling her father about it, had only made the situation infinitely worse.


  Em had forgiven her for it though. But she wasn’t stupid. She’d given her mom an ultimatum that if she wanted to continue having a relationship with Em, she couldn’t not take her meds again, and she had to stay dedicated to following the treatment regime the doctor had set for her.


  Thanksgiving had been a very tense affair that Em wouldn’t repeat. At least her mom had been civil to Jarred and Garrison, but barely.


  If her mom wanted to be a part of the family, she’d need to act like an adult.


  When the men finished that patch of flowerbed, they hosed the dirt off of their bodies and returned to her. There, they knelt on either side of the lounger so she could stroke their heads. “Such good boys.”


  Tony had told her about puppy and pony play. After looking at a few things online, Em knew that was something she’d like to explore. A role-play aspect to it, the gear, and a chance for the men to really zone out and hand over control.


  It wasn’t much of a stretch for the men. Some nights, they enjoyed kneeling on the floor next to her while she sat on the couch and watched TV or read.


  “Anything we can do for you, Ma’am?” Jarred asked.


  “Why yes, there is, actually.” She pulled up the hem of her strapless sundress to show she wasn’t wearing any panties. She was enjoying not having to wear the back brace all the time now. She still wore it if she was going to be on her feet for a while, or sitting up at the computer, but she was allowed to take frequent breaks from it.


  She pulled Jarred’s head closer. “You can take care of that.” She reached over and pulled Garrison in close. “And you can take care of these.” She tugged the top of her sundress down.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” they parroted before diving into their work. Jarred’s talented mouth closed around her clit, his tongue stroking and flicking it as he lightly sucked the way he knew she loved.


  Garrison worked back and forth from one nipple to the other, with mouth and hands. As she buried her hands in their hair and held on tight, she felt a rapid spin toward an orgasm. The men were still a little too worried about hurting her to give her the hard, vigorous fuck she was longing for. This, however, they’d happily take care of for her, doing all the work so all she had to do was lie back and enjoy it.


  What they didn’t know about was the little surprise she had in store for them inside.


  Something that had arrived the other day while they weren’t home. Something she’d special-ordered.


  It didn’t take her men long to get her over the edge, her climax swiftly racing through her, the first of many she knew she’d be having today by the time she’d finished with them. As she lay there recovering and catching her breath, the men looked up at her expectantly.


  She knew what was running through their adorable minds. That she’d have them take care of each other while she watched and enjoyed the show just so they could take care of her again.


  Patting them both on the head, she held her hands out. “Help me up, boys, and let’s take this into the bedroom. I have a plan.” She kissed Jarred, then Garrison.


  “Plan, Ma’am?” Garrison asked.


  She grinned. “I have a surprise for you. After we all grab a shower.” With her sundress now bunched up around her waist, she led them into the bedroom and opened the dresser drawer where she’d stashed it, holding it up.


  The men’s eyes widened.


  “Um, Em?” Jarred asked. “Not that I’m complaining, but—”


  “No lifting on my part will be involved,” she said as she walked over, holding up the strap-on dildo and new harness. “Just two gorgeous asses finally getting fucked by me, the way I’ve been wanting to try.”


  Grins filled the men’s faces, lighting up their eyes in a way she hadn’t seen since they’d first gotten together.


  Normalcy—achieved.


  Finally.


  She’d already test-fitted the waterproof harness, too, adjusting it so she knew how to put it on.


  “Now, I know two guys who better get those same asses in the shower and wash the sweat and dirt off if they want a good fucking from their Ma’am so they can bust a nut.”


  They both bolted for the bathroom.


  She laid the strap-on on the bed, finished shedding her sundress, and followed them to the bathroom.


  Yeah. This was the way life should be led. With two guys she was crazy in love with, two guys she knew would turn themselves inside out to make her happy.


  Two guys she loved knowing were all hers.


  


  


  THE END
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