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Chapter One

 

“Well, this is something I’ve never quite seen before,” Dexter snarked.

He and fellow paramedic, Wade, stood beside the road and stared up at the large oak tree.

Currently wedged in its branches, about twenty feet up, was a small Acura street racer. From the extremely vocal pleas for help coming from the two occupants, they suspected the men were likely miraculously lacking in life-threatening injuries.

But Wade and Dexter couldn’t get up there to assess them until the guys on the truck got a ladder positioned and ropes securing the car so they could climb up and check on them.

“Get us down! Please!”

Wade held up a hand to the driver. “Are you injured?”

“No, I don’t think so. The air bags went off. Can’t you get us down?”

“Noooo,” Dexter softly muttered. “We’re going to leave your drunk asses up there as a warning to other idiots. Dumbasses. What do they think we’re going to do?”

Wade held out a fist for a bump and Dexter returned it.

The passenger puked out his window, barely missing the firemen below trying to position a ladder.

Wade shook his head. “Yeeeaaah, I’m not going up there, sorry. They can bring their puking asses down first. They’re moving around. They aren’t seriously injured. Shelton’s an EMT. He can evaluate them while he’s up there.”

Twenty minutes later, the two men, both of them nineteen and highly intoxicated, based on the smell of their breath, were being carefully helped down a ladder.

The driver, once on the ground, promptly puked on a deputy’s shoes.

Dexter snorted. “Yeah, that’ll help,” he whispered to Wade.

Other than facing a slew of charges, starting with DUI, underaged drinking, reckless driving, and street racing, all of which would probably cause revocation of their driver’s licenses and a complete and utter obliteration of their and their parents’ bank accounts, they were relatively unharmed. The passenger had a small scalp lac from where he’d bumped his head on the window, but it was easily patched up.

This could have been infinitely worse and horrific.

“I almost wish we didn’t have to transport the idiots,” Wade said. “I’d love to see how they get that freaking thing out of the damn tree.”

Dexter snorted. “In this neighborhood? Strap it to the tree so it can’t fall out, and it could be called an art installation.”

They exchanged another fist bump.

“How much do you have to drink, exactly, to get your car into a tree from a flat road that’s at or near sea level?” Wade asked.

“Way more than my liver can safely absorb. That’s for damn sure.”

 

* * * *

 

Fortunately, once he and Wade checked out the two knuckleheads and discerned that they weren’t seriously injured, the sheriff’s deputies handcuffed the kids and took over transporting them to the hospital.

That meant they could sit there and wait and enjoy the show, presumably in case anyone got hurt trying to get the car out of the tree.

“This livened up a boring Tuesday night, huh?” Wade asked.

Dexter nodded. “Sure did. Nothing I like more than sitting on a street at two a.m. and watching wrecker drivers seeing if they can turn a tree into a car catapult.”

He saw two wrecker drivers who’d received the rotation call staring at the tree, one of them talking on a cell phone.

“Bet they have to get one of those semi wreckers in here. One of those big ones with a boom on it.”

“Yeah?” Wade asked.

“Sure. Drag it out.”

“At least they didn’t land in a canal or in a retention pond or something.” Wade shuddered. “I had to handle one of those a couple of weeks ago when you were off, you lucky bastard. Eighty-three-year-old woman hit the gas instead of the brake, ended up backing into the water hazard at the golf course across the street from her house. Water up to my hips. Fortunately, she survived. It was shallow. Fucking alligators and water moccasins. Blech. That’s my big fear.”

“Yeah, I hate those,” Dexter said. “Swampy area on a golf course last month. Nearly lost a damn shoe.”

“I heard about that one.”

“What is it with golf courses?” Dexter asked.

“I dunno. We have a shit-ton of them around here, that’s for sure.”

A few minutes later, sure enough, a third wrecker arrived, and the three drivers conferred, along with the lead deputy on the scene and a firefighter, about the best way to proceed.

Wade nudged him. “Five bucks says they take out that fire hydrant trying to get the car down.”

Dexter craned his head to look. “Oooh. Won’t take that bet. I think you’re right.”

Twenty minutes later, the car was out of the tree…and fortunately Dexter and Wade had the sense of mind to move the ambulance farther down the block before they’d attempted it.

The water company was on the way to shut off the water main and repair the broken hydrant. Which Dexter knew would truly endear the two little shit drivers to all the residents along the road who’d be without water coming up on morning.

But at least they were now free to return to the station.

“They had a pretty good first bounce there, though, when the cable slipped,” Wade said as he drove. “That’s got to be worth at least an eight.”

“Yeah, but the Russian judge would have deducted style points.”

They both laughed.

 

* * * *

 

Normally, in their department, an ambulance would be staffed with three people, at least one of them a paramedic. Unfortunately, due to a county budget dispute, the department was temporarily short-handed. Instead of giving them a third permanent crew member for the ambulance every shift rotation, they made sure there were enough certified EMTs running with the other trucks to make up the deficit. Historically for their station, they didn’t have the need that other stations in the county did. Theirs usually was a much quieter area, even during busy times, so they were the ones forced to be short-handed.

It was Dexter’s turn to grab a nap. He didn’t even bother taking his shoes off and kicked back in a recliner in their station’s TV room. His shift would be over in twelve hours and he’d have two days off.

Time he planned to spend with Tamsin.

When he wasn’t sleeping.

Fortunately, he lived in an apartment and didn’t have to take care of anything there, other than laundry. Which he could take with him to Tamsin and Neil’s and do it there, like he usually did. He’d probably be staying there his entire time off anyway. At least at Neil’s he could spank Tamsin and not worry about his neighbors freaking out and calling 911.

Awkward.

It’d been a while since he’d been able to get out to Venture, or even one of the munches, or dinners at Sigalo’s. He somehow managed to pull shifts that fell on Fridays or Saturdays, or he was just coming off shift and too exhausted to want to go out.

At least Neil can take her out.

That alleviated some of his guilt.

He didn’t know how long he’d been dozing when he heard the alarm go off and a call-out for their rig. Jumping up from the chair, he bolted out the door to the bay, where Wade was already climbing behind the wheel.

“I think you just beat your best time,” Wade teased.

“Did you get the address?”

“Yep.”

The elderly man they transported to the ER with symptoms of a heart attack would hopefully pull through. When they handed him off, he was still conscious and talking to the nurses and doctors.

After they finished the last of their paperwork and loaded the gurney, Wade yawned. “Man, I need a nap.”

Dexter held his hands out for the keys. “My turn anyway.”

Wade dropped them into his palm. “Be my guest. Damn, I need a nap and a spanking.”

“I can let you take a nap. You need to wait for the spanking until you get home to your other half.”

“Cherise gave you permission,” he joked.

“Yeah, but I might find your ass too irresistible, then Neil and Tamsin would kill me.”

Wade chuckled. “True story.”

Another nice thing about them being partnered was that they knew each other’s dark personal secrets and were totes okay with that. Wade’s fiancée was also his Domme, while Dexter was a Dom. So they could joke around with each other.

And Wade knew damn well Dexter was totally straight, as was Wade.

Also, Dexter had no interest in spanking anyone other than Tamsin, and Wade knew that, too.

Someone had breakfast going when they returned to the station, the delicious aroma hitting them as soon as they opened the door from the bay to the interior. They both wolfed their food and had extra travel mugs of coffee ready and sitting in cup holders in the rig, knowing morning rush hour usually brought at least one call. Even if not for them to respond to directly, for them to reposition temporarily while another rig was out on a longer call.

While Wade dozed, Dexter inventoried the rig and resupplied. Then he took a minute to go through his e-mail on his personal phone.

There was one from Tamsin, sent twenty minutes earlier.

Subject: I can explain, Sir

He was almost afraid to open it. He saw it had an attachment.

Resigned, he tapped on it and wondered what had happened.

It was a picture of one of her car’s wheels, the tire flat and the rim…destroyed?

He zoomed in to look at it.

Holy crap.

He finally read the e-mail’s text.

 

I wasn’t paying attention when I was leaving Publix after getting groceries on my way home from work yesterday. I was focused on a pedestrian ahead of me when I turned, and I hit the curb at the end of the parking lot row. Neil wants to know if you want me to get strokes, and if so, how many? Mostly because his gelato melted while I was waiting on AAA instead of calling him to come change it for me.

Love you,

t.

 

Oops. He wasn’t going to punish her for the destroyed wheel, even though it was the fourth one she’d gone through, and that wasn’t counting all the tires she’d wounded beyond repair in the past couple of years he’d known her.

But one never fucked with Neil’s gelato.

Dexter couldn’t blame Neil. It was damn good shit.

He’d started to type a reply when he heard the station’s alarm sound out. He shoved his phone into his pocket and immediately grabbed the address, beating Wade out to the bay to get behind the wheel.

“Is it a full moon?” Wade asked as they rolled.

“I don’t think so. Why?”

He shook his head. “The past twenty-four hours just seem particularly weird, for some reason. Even by Sarasota standards.”

They did have an unusually high call load for this time of week, come to think of it. This call, unfortunately, was a DOA at an assisted living facility. At least they didn’t have to transport. They ran an EKG just to confirm, and then handed it off to the deputy, who’d also responded. He would then call in a funeral home or the coroner, depending on the circumstances.

Not their problem, thankfully.

They were only back fifteen minutes when another call hit.

“Jesus,” Dexter muttered. “This is fricking insane.” He knew colleagues in larger cities like Tampa or Miami or Orlando were used to this kind of workload, but there in Sarasota, they usually weren’t this busy on a weekday morning, unless there was a massive weather event or something.

Wade was head-down over his personal phone. “Full moon in a week.” He slipped it into his pocket. “So that’s not it.”

“We’re just lucky, I guess?”

“Must be.” 


Chapter Two

 

All morning, Tamsin checked her e-mail on her personal phone any chance she had between teaching music classes at Sorrellson Academy. She knew Dex was working, and likely couldn’t respond right away, but Neil kept teasing her in texts.

 

I’m thinking he’s going to let ME decide…

 

Someone is in troooooouble.

 

What are you going to trade me to make up for melting my gelato, hmm?

 

She loved that fucking sadist, but if she had to take her chances, she hoped it was with Dex and not Neil.

At least she could barter her way out of strokes with Dex by offering anal or a blowjob or something.

Neil, not so much, since despite being her best friend and the only “family” she had, he was gay.

And he fucking hit her harder than Dex did.

A lot harder.

Goddamned sadists.

She loved both of them.

Except right now, she was sort of pulling for Team Dex to save her ass.

Literally.

She’d first met Neil nearly eight years ago at a Suncoast Society munch. She’d just graduated college and landed herself a job teaching music at Sorrellson Academy, a private school in Sarasota. She and Neil had become play partners after immediately hitting it off. Neither of them had significant others at the time. She’d seen no reason not to have orgasm play be part of the deal.

Although she felt it wasn’t exactly fair to Neil, because he never asked her to reciprocate, even though it was a negotiated green.

Plenty of nights she’d masturbated to wishing Neil was just a tiny bit bi. The one time he had given in and let her blow him, she knew he really didn’t get much out of it.

And then, six months after first meeting Neil, Tamsin’s roommate announced she was moving in with her boyfriend when their lease was up, meaning Tamsin would have to move or find another roommate. Neil had offered to let Tamsin move in with him.

Seven years later, they were still roommates.

It wasn’t like she had any family—no close family—she could turn to. A few cousins here and there. She didn’t know where her bastard of a birth father was, and her mom had died in a car accident right after Tamsin started college.

Neil had become family by proxy. Twelve years older than her, he was like the older brother she’d never had…minus the BDSM stuff they did. Plus he worked for a bank, handling retirement accounts and stuff like that. He’d helped her make sure she was saving for her future, had the right kinds of disability insurance—all those things that she knew nothing about. Since he didn’t have any family either, they unofficially adopted each other. They had durable medical powers of attorney for each other, the annoying legalities that responsible adults were supposed to take care of.

While both of them dated from time to time, Neil had been the one to carefully screen guys who showed too much interest of the wrong kind in Tamsin.

So far, his track record of weeding out assholes had been one-hundred-percent.

Then she’d met Dex, and even Neil grudgingly admitted he was a good guy after he hung in there while Neil put him through the wringer.

Neil had pretty much run a full background check on Dex and gone through every mutual friend they had in the Suncoast Society to talk to others about him.

The men’s relationship had been a tense one, at first, although Dex had shown great patience once Tamsin explained how protective Neil was of her.

As Neil loosened up, so did Dex, until the two men became fast friends.

It didn’t hurt that Dex still let Neil beat her ass, since Dex’s crazy schedule with the fire department meant sometimes they didn’t see each other for days at a time.

Now if we could just find Neil someone.

Tilly had even set the Frightful Five on the job. They had yet to turn up any subby gay male prospects for him. Tamsin felt a little guilty that she was getting to have her happily ever after and Neil was still single. Before she and Dex got married, once Dex’s apartment lease was up, he’d move in with them and they’d take their time to find a house together that was in their budget.

Again, Neil’s suggestion.

More a not-so-subtle demand, but she loved Dex even more for not bristling over it. She strongly suspected Neil was going to push for them to live with him long-term instead of moving out.

It wasn’t like living at Neil’s put a crimp in their style. Sometimes, the men co-topped her. Or there were times Dex was playing with her and Neil might wander through the living room and watch or offer “helpful” sadistic suggestions to Dex. Dex was eight years younger than Neil, and they’d fallen into not only a dynamic of being buddies, but of mentor and student.

Sometimes that was great…and sometimes Tamsin’s ass thought it wasn’t so great.

Not that she was complaining.

She worked her way through second-grade keyboard class, the third-grade baritone ukulele class, and the classical guitar class that was a mixed bag of students in the higher grades. Then the jazz band class, followed by orchestra.

There was never a chance for her to become bored at her job. She’d even taught herself several wind instruments during her tenure at the school, and one of her older students had helped her learn the cello, since he was taking private lessons for that.

He’d wanted to learn how to play electric guitar, but his parents wouldn’t pay for that. So she traded him lessons.

This was her dream job, literally. Teaching music was her passion. She’d lucked into the job at Sorrellson, and was glad she hadn’t ended up going to work for the county school system, where they were slashing budgets for arts and activities.

It was late in the afternoon before Dex finally replied to her e-mail.

Sorry, busy day. Bad day. Neil’s choice. You know how much he loves his gelato. I’ll let him handle it.

She hung her head with a sigh. Dammit.

At the same time, she struggled not to let her body kick into autopilot. The last thing she wanted to do was be horny at work. As soon as Neil found out Dex’s decision, he would amp up his teasing.

Dex still let Neil do orgasm play on her.

One of these days, I will get those two drunk enough to want to do each other at least once.

Well, get Dex drunk enough. She knew Neil wouldn’t need any coaxing, since he’d flat-out admitted to her he was attracted to Dex.

That Dex both knew it and didn’t freak out over it spoke to how secure he was.

No jealousy with him. Some normal envy that Neil got to spend more time with her on a regular basis than he did, but that was the nature of Dex’s job as a paramedic and he understood that.

I’m a lucky woman.

Her phone buzzed with an incoming text from Neil.

Weeeeelllll? 3:)

Her head drooped again. Dammit. I’m sooo screwed.

 

* * * *

 

Neil grinned as he set his personal cell on his desk and refocused on the computer screen in front of him.

Yes, he was forty-three, and at some point he supposed being a “mature, responsible adult” should kick in, but this was sooo much fun.

Did he wish he had a boyfriend? Of course he did. At least he could still get his sadistic urges met by torturing Tam.

God, I love that girl.

Dex wasn’t so bad, either.

Actually, Dex was pretty damn hot. Thankfully, Neil had been able to sneak plenty of peeks at the dude’s ass and cock while Dex and Tamsin played, or skinny-dipped in the pool.

No, of course the fact that Dex was the hunkiest guy Tamsin had brought home had played no role whatsoever in Neil finally accepting him.

Well, okay, maybe a tiny little role, but that was just incidental and a happy coincidence.

He was gay, not stupid.

About a year into them being roomies, during a particularly intense scene one night at home, Tamsin had begged Neil to let her give him a blowjob in exchange for earning her own release. Both of them being single at the time, he’d given in and let her because, while he’d never let her do it before, it was within their negotiated limits.

Hadn’t really done much for him, but that wasn’t any fault on her part. He’d ended up finally letting her come—solid A for effort and enthusiasm—and finishing himself off in the process while she was too busy moaning her way through the first of many forced orgasms to notice.

He sometimes envied their friends who were bi, or at least heteroflexible enough that they could swing for the other team, even if on a limited, per-person basis.

He didn’t even mind blowing his personal no-women track record for Tamsin, because, hellooo, he did love her.

Just…not like that. Correction, he loved her intensely, but he wasn’t attracted to her like that.

Lesson learned.

Dex, on the other hand…

Yeah, he would hit that, hard and repeatedly, if given a chance.

Without hesitation.

I really need to get out there more and try to find a boyfriend.

Perving on his best friend’s straight fiancé—his submissive’s fiancé—was a long-term recipe for disaster. At the very least, it was a long-term recipe for his own disappointment.

His phone finally vibrated with an incoming text from Tam.

Sir said Your choice.

Neil wondered if the slow smile he felt steadily engulfing his face made him look more like Anthony Perkins at the end of Psycho, or Jack Nicholson as the Joker in Batman.

Then I suppose there’s a baby brat who can look forward to eating dinner with a well-warmed ass tonight.

It took her a moment to reply. Yes, Sir.

Now finally able to get his mind off that little matter, he forced his focus back to his work.

Except it was difficult to focus when all he could think about was taking his belt to Tamsin’s ass when he got home. 

She texted him when she was leaving work.

Good girl. Have dinner on the table when I get home. Naked. You can put a T-shirt on after. No bottoms. And get your towel ready.

He leaned back in his chair, smiling.

Waiting.

Yes, Sir.

That time, he did let a giggle escape as he set his phone aside. She’d both be nervous and horny as hell by the time he got home, begging for the belt to get it over with.

And tonight he wouldn’t let her have her reward immediately. Dex was coming over after work. She could tackle him. Let her Dom handle her.

Especially considering Neil had also wound her up yesterday and not let her come.

Dex would have his hands full tonight.

Maybe I should suggest to him to take a Viagra before he goes to sleep so she can ride him when she wants.

He giggled again.

When he pulled into the driveway next to her Hyundai, he took his time getting out. He knew she’d be watching for him, racing to drop into position just before he walked through the door.

He’d know by the way she breathed, the way her pulse thrummed in her throat, that she’d been hurrying, watching.

Waiting.

Anticipating.

He loved a good mindfuck, which he couldn’t do with most of his casual playpartners. Some basic mindfucks, sure.

Tamsin thrived on that heavier level of play.

He’d left his blazer and tie on, all business when he walked through the door with his laptop case over his shoulder.

There she waited in the foyer, kneeling, head bowed, hands on her knees, naked except for the gold chain that was her day collar from him, and her engagement ring.

He didn’t speak, struggling to wipe the smile off his face as he turned and closed the door behind him. He walked around her, knowing she wouldn’t dare move until he’d told her to.

His baby brat wasn’t so brave when she knew she was up against the belt.

Although she loved the belt and loved pulling that trigger, even unintentionally, to make him use it.

He left his laptop case on the sofa and took his lunch bag into the kitchen, leaving it on the counter for her to take care of later.

Returning to the foyer, he slowly walked around her, ending up standing in front of her.

He let her spin out in the wild for another long minute before finally speaking. “Did you call the repair shop?”

“Yes, Sir. First thing this morning when I got to work. They have to order the wheel and put a new tire on it.”

“Hmm. That means you have to drive on the donut for how long?”

“They hope it’ll be in by Friday. Once it’s in, I can schedule an appointment.”

“Sit up.”

She did, staring up at him with those gorgeous green eyes she had. He wasn’t into girls and never had been, but if he ever met a guy with that exact shade of green eyes, he might likely be a goner for them right off the bat.

“I’m still not sure exactly how you managed to run over the curb. Explain.”

Her face turned a lovely shade of red. “I got distracted, Sir.”

“By?”

“She had a cute purse.”

Well, at least it wasn’t her phone. That was something she was really good about, keeping her phone in her purse when driving.

But she had horrible luck with tires. There could be something in the middle of the road that everyone else managed to successfully drive around, and she could hit it with all four wheels without even trying.

It wasn’t even that she was a bad driver. She was just…an unlucky one.

“And how much is this going to set you back?”

“Two hundred and fifty dollars, give or take.”

“That turned out to be a pretty expensive purse you were staring at, huh?”

Her face reddened even more. “Yes, Sir.”

“Well, I’m going to go easy on you and go with twenty strokes. I was thinking about a ten-to-one ratio, but I’m starving and dinner smells great. You have your towel set out?”

“Yes, Sir.” She’d need the towel or else there’d be a wet spot on the chair after she finished eating dinner.

Especially since he wasn’t going to do orgasm play on her.

Poor Dex. Hope he wasn’t expecting to get any sleep when he gets home.

He slowly started unfastening his belt, knowing she couldn’t look away, deer in the headlights time. He took his time stripping it from the belt loops, holding the buckle in his right hand and taking several turns around his hand, the tail hanging down.

“Why does Sir punish you for things like this?”

“Because Sir loves me and wants me to be safe, and to remind me to be careful.”

“That’s right. I love my baby brat very much. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you. Do you want Sir to keep you safe?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Do you want Sir to keep reminding you to pay attention?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Down.”

She dropped into position, head and arms on the floor, ass high in the air.

“Count.” He took the first stoke hard to make her gasp, his own cock twitching with the sound of her pain.

“One, Sir…”

She counted all twenty strokes, her body practically vibrating with need by the time he finished with her. Hell, if he reached between her legs right now, she’d probably come just from him touching her clit.

But if she did that herself without permission, it would get her ten hard ones with a cane.

“Sit up.”

She did, her expression glazed, lower lip caught under her teeth.

“That’s my good girl. All better.” He chuckled. “Until the next time you do something to get the belt.” He held his right hand out to her, the belt still wrapped around it.

She leaned in and kissed the leather, lingering. Hell, once he’d let her keep doing it, just to see what she’d do, and she’d nearly given the thing a blowjob by the time he made her stop.

If she’d been a guy, it would have been even sexier.

He held out his left hand to help her up and pulled her in to kiss her forehead before enveloping her in a long, strong hug.

“I’ll always protect my baby brat. I love you.”

She practically melted in his arms. “I love you, too, Sir. Thank you.”

“It’s my job to keep you safe, but I need you to work to keep yourself safe when I’m not there to protect you.” When they went out, he never let her drive.

Ever. Dex usually didn’t, either. It wasn’t that she was a bad driver, she was just…

Unlucky. 

He released her after a final kiss to the top of her head. “Dinner time. Put your T-shirt on. No panties.” He loosened his tie as he headed toward the kitchen, where she’d set the small eat-in table there.

Slowly, she finally followed him.

He turned, smiling. “What’s the matter, baby brat?”

“Nothing, Sir.” Her face bore the faintest traces of a pout.

“Hey, you’re lucky I didn’t lock you in the chastity belt after I finished. You can take up your reward with Dex when he gets home.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Neil left his belt on the counter and draped his blazer over the back of one of the empty chairs. In the chair to the right of his, the towel was already laid out for her to sit on. If Dex were home, he’d be sitting at the far end, across from Neil, and she’d be seated to Dex’s right.

Neil took his seat and she served him before dishing out her own plate and sitting. While they shared chores around the house, because she’d wanted some strict protocols, this was one he used with her. Since Dex couldn’t be home all the time, it was something Neil felt wouldn’t infringe on Dex’s relationship with her. When Dex was home, he usually did the cooking, since Neil didn’t think it was fair to ask him to help out with more of the chores due to his job.

Some firemen stereotypes were dead-on accurate. The man was amazing in the kitchen.

He didn’t have a bad ass, either.

Neil reached over and adjusted the small, heart-shaped tag on her necklace, Dex’s day collar for her.

Another reason Neil loved the guy. He would have been fine with Dex putting his own day collar on her. Had expected it, quite frankly, when Dex not only asked Neil’s permission to collar her but to propose to her, as well.

But at her collaring, Dex had simply added the small gold tag to Neil’s chain, telling her she was still collared to Neil and that he wouldn’t make her stop being his submissive. That way, when he was at work, she’d still have Neil.

Dammit, the son of a bitch had made Neil cry by doing that, too. Happy tears, but still.

Fucking sadist. “This is delicious, sweetheart. Thank you. When is Dex getting home?”

“Should be any time now, Sir.”

“How’s the ass?”

She sighed. “Warm and nicely stingy, Sir.”

“You are hornier than hell right now, aren’t you, baby brat?”

“Duh. Sir,” she added. 


Chapter Three

 

Once he could finally clock out, Dex stopped by his apartment to check his mail and grab clothes. He couldn’t even snack while there, because there was little in his fridge except condiments and ice.

Over the past six months, he almost always stayed over at Tamsin’s on his nights off.

He couldn’t remember the last night he’d actually slept here, to be honest.

In reality, he was slowly moving into Neil’s a few things at a time. He suspected if Neil had his way that they’d back a truck up to his small one-bedroom apartment, load everything he owned at once, and be done with it.

A far cry from the days when Neil wasn’t even sure he wanted Dex around Tamsin, much less was willing to move Dex into his home.

Remembering the e-mail and text from earlier, Dex realized he wasn’t going to be able to work a nap in once he got home. Hell, he’d be lucky if he could eat dinner before Tamsin was all over him like a hump-happy puppy who’d gone swimming in Love Potion Number 9.

Not that he was complaining. Whereas some guys might not like “sharing” a submissive, Dex knew he got all the benefits. Neil could handle the serious discipline—which he enjoyed doing, because, duh, sadist.

Dex got to handle the funishment…and fucking her brains out.

He got caught up in traffic and felt totally drained by the time he rolled into Neil’s driveway. He parked to the side in his usual spot. When Tam and Neil left for work tomorrow morning, he wouldn’t be blocking them in.

Usually, he slept through their morning departures, or arrivals, depending on when his shift had ended.

In fact, he was really looking forward to sleeping late tomorrow.

He’d no sooner opened the front door when he heard Neil call out, “Heads up.”

Tamsin practically exploded out of the kitchen doorway, almost tackling him before he could even get the door closed.

“Neil, call your puppy,” he laughed.

“Actually, she’s now your puppy.” He appeared in the doorway, smiling, arms crossed over his chest. “Welcome home, Princess.”

The familiar banter had started almost immediately when he’d started dating Tamsin seriously, first as Neil looking for a chink in Dexter’s armor, probing to see if he could get Dex to blow up, making sure he wasn’t an asshole in disguise, trying to get him to rise to the bait.

Dex got it. Neil loved Tamsin and felt protective of her. So he’d let it go, fluff that drifted right over his head, not allowing it to ruffle his feathers. Now, it was a running joke.

Hell, he knew it meant Neil liked and accepted him.

If Neil hadn’t liked and accepted him, Dex assumed he and Tamsin wouldn’t still be together and planning a wedding. They hadn’t set a date yet, but he was leaving that part up to her, because she’d wanted to take the lead in planning it.

All he cared about was putting his ring on her finger, saying, “I do,” and making her his wife.

Everything else was a bonus.

Trappings.

He’d be perfectly happy if she decided she wanted to go to the courthouse and do it there.

He set his overnight bag down and pulled her in for a kiss. “You been good for Sir?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Other than melting my damn gelato and going through another wheel and tire.”

She looked up at Dex, smiling but also a little penitent.

Only a little.

“You need to be more careful, sweetheart.”

“I know, Sir.” It didn’t even get confusing having her call both of them Sir. It was always obvious which one of them she was talking to, and, usually, she only addressed one of them as Sir at a time, whoever was “in charge” at that moment. If Dex wasn’t home, it was Neil by default.

He reached down and swatted her ass through the long T-shirt. “How many did you get, and with what?” He knew damn well Neil had already punished her.

She was practically trying to hump his thigh.

“Twenty, with the belt.”

“Oooh, expensive gelato, hmm?”

“I’ll fill you in,” Neil said. “You want to grab your shower first?”

“Yeah.” Another bare-handed swat on her ass. “Get my plate ready, please.”

Another slightly pouty look, but she rose up on her toes to give him a kiss before she walked past Neil.

He also gave her a bare-handed swat on the ass, hard enough to make her yelp. “That’s for trying to hump Sir’s leg instead of greeting him properly. I taught you better than that.”

“Sorry, Sir,” she called back.

Neil flashed him a smirk, his blue eyes playfully twinkling. At six four, he was five inches taller than Dex, and eight years older than Dex’s thirty-five. Dex high-fived him as he headed for Tamsin’s room.

“Teamwork,” Dex said, glad to be home.

Neil lightly smacked his ass, too, as Dex passed. “You betcha.”

 

* * * *

 

After his shower, and eating dinner, Dex and Tam bid Neil an early good-night as they retreated to the bedroom.

He didn’t even close the bedroom door, not caring if Neil watched or not.

The first thing Dex did was get Tamsin’s leather cuffs and collar on her. He was looking forward to spending most of the next two days off, when he wasn’t sleeping, or she wasn’t at work, with his cock buried inside her pussy. With schedules not aligning right, it’d been the better part of two weeks since they’d actually got to spend real quality time together.

Using rope and snap clips, he tied her wrists to the headboard, then shoved her legs wide open, knees bent.

“That’s better.” He smiled down at her. “One more thing.” He rummaged around in her dresser drawer and came up with two butt plugs. The vibrating one would go in her ass.

The other in his.

He took great pleasure in teasing her clit with his mouth as he slowly worked the well-lubed butt plug into place inside her. Then he turned on the remote, loving the moans she made as she felt it come to life.

Actually, he had Neil to thank for him being comfortable liking anal action. Neil had pretty much trained Tamsin to love butt plugs before Dex had ever met her. Not willing to do something to her without knowing what it’d do to her, Dex tried the vibrating butt plug and had shot cum all over her within seconds.

That made a believer out of him.

He loved putting a regular one in while he fucked her, the way it felt rubbing against his prostate. Her wearing the vibrating one at the same time felt even better, giving them both additional pleasure. Wasn’t something they did every time they played, but with time not a factor tonight, he wanted to savor this.

And he planned on making her come until she lost count.

With the vibrating butt plug firmly seated inside her, he thumbed the controller and smiled at the soft moans she made.

“That’s right. Get comfy, baby. You know the routine.”

He lubed the other one and worked it inside his ass, smiling down at her as she watched. Specifically, her gaze lay focused on his stiff cock.

“That’s right, baby. You’re going to lie there and take it while I fuck a couple out of you tonight.”

Her lower lip caught under her teeth as she smiled up at him.

He loved the fullness of the butt plug, the way it stretched his ass before seating inside him. After wiping off his hands, he knelt between her legs and lined his cock up with her pussy.

“Now let’s have some fun.”

He adjusted the controller for Tamsin’s butt plug, making it a little more intense but not so much it’d make him shoot too soon by accident. Then he slung her legs over his shoulders and slowly plowed her pussy with his cock, taking his time, savoring it.

He occasionally reached in and tweaked her nipples, rolling them between his fingers, adding more sensation to her already overloaded brain. Tonight, he knew, she’d be able to get over like this. Between her freshly spanked ass and the butt plug—and the fact that it’d been a couple of days—he could read her body and see the signs. Sometimes he had to go down on her, or use a vibrator on her clit to give her a little extra push, but that wouldn’t be necessary tonight.

“Come on, baby brat. Don’t be stubborn. Give me what I want.”

 

* * * *

 

Tamsin tried to rock her hips in time with Dex’s thrusts, but with the position and with her hands restrained, she couldn’t. Then he shifted position slightly, spreading her legs a little wider and that ground his body right against her clit.

When she moaned, he smiled. “Now I gotcha.”

He picked up speed, fucking her hard, driving right into that perfect spot with every thrust and finally getting her to the edge.

Once she fell, she fell hard, and fast, and repeatedly.

Especially since he bumped up the controller on the butt plug.

“Good girl.” She writhed under him, loving this, loving him and what they had together. It felt so good to be able to fully let go to him, knowing he wouldn’t betray her trust.

If he did, Neil might make him disappear, and she wasn’t even sure that was an empty threat.

She loved both of them, in different ways. As the next orgasm finally kicked her thinking brain to the curb, she had just enough time to consider how lucky she was before focusing on the pleasure filling her world.

Once Dex had made sure he’d taken care of her, he finally quit holding back. She loved the sounds he made coming, whether it was from her blowing him or him fucking her. She knew she could satisfy him.

After he fumbled for and found the remote and shut the butt plug off, he didn’t move for a moment, kissing her, catching his breath.

She loved these perfect moments. They couldn’t always scene, depending on Dex’s schedule and exhaustion levels. Sometimes it was a quick lovemaking session before they collapsed. That’s why she treasured these moments even more.

At the noise in the doorway, she tipped her head to look.

Neil stood there, grinning and holding up a notebook with 8.7 written large on the page in black marker.

She started snickering.

“What’d I get?” Dex mumbled.

“8.7”

He raised his voice. “That was totally worth a 9.2, you damn sadist.”

“The Russian judge wanted to watch your ass longer. I can loan you a cock ring.” His laughter followed him out the door and down the hall.

Dex cracked one eye open. “I need to bribe that damn Russian judge.”

She smiled. “You could always offer to blow him.”

He finally sat back, unclipping her wrists so they could go clean up in the bathroom. “I don’t know. I have a hard enough time with one of you chasing me around the house. I’d be walking bow-legged if both of you were.”


Chapter Four

 

Dex collapsed into a long, blissfully uninterrupted sleep. When he finally awakened the next morning, it was daylight and the house lay quiet around him.

Aahhh.

Another reason he loved staying here. In his apartment, there were always noises filtering in from other apartments and from outside. Here, he always slept damn good.

He finally made his way out to the kitchen, where they’d left the coffeepot on for him.

And, as they usually did, a note.

Neil’s handwriting on the top portion read, The Russian judge can TOTALLY be bribed, Princess. Blowjobs or even bottoming to you, he’s not picky.

Below that, in Tamsin’s tidy script, she’d added, That would be REALLY hot to watch, Sir. ;) Love You.

He smiled and poured himself a cup of coffee. They’d even left his mug sitting out for him.

Alone one day, Neil had confided to Dex that he would be okay with them moving in with him permanently after the wedding, even if they decided they wanted to have kids. Dex knew Neil didn’t have any close family, which was why he and Tamsin had become so close in the first place. They had that in common right off the bat.

It felt like being home here. Like he was well-loved. He’d been an only child, and not being super close to his parents emotionally, it was nice having the brotherly banter between him and Neil.

The longer Dex thought about it—in fact, every time he thought about it—it made sense to him.

He couldn’t see any drawbacks to it.

Tamsin had made some comments about looking at houses, but not anything concrete, like she really wanted to.

I need to talk to Neil again and make sure he still feels that way.

 

* * * *

 

Dexter spent the day doing chores after putting a roast in the slow cooker. Neil would go grocery shopping on his way home, based on the list Dex had texted him earlier. Meanwhile, he got everyone’s laundry done, dusted, cleaned the bathrooms, and then even had time for a swim before Tamsin was due home.

Once she walked in the door after work, Dex was standing there, waiting for her, her leather collar and cuffs in his hand.

With a sexy smile, she immediately put everything down and stripped, kneeling in front of him on the floor.

“Who’s my good girl?” he softly asked.

“Me, Sir.”

He buckled the collar and cuffs on her and then grabbed a fistful of her long blonde hair and led her over to the couch. There, he sat, stretching her over his lap.

She squirmed and writhed as he gave her a bare-handed spanking, not a fraction as hard as he knew Neil would dish out, but just enough to get her warmed up and horny.

And more than enough to get him warmed up and horny, too.

With that finished, he flipped her over, climbed between her legs, and started eating her out. Like this, he could get as many orgasms out of her as he wanted before finally getting off himself.

After the first couple, she started squirming, whining, trying to wiggle free.

“Safeword or take it, baby brat.” He returned to sucking on her clit as she whined even louder.

She hated to safeword, especially for something like this.

So he enjoyed lying there, teasing and tormenting her with his tongue, while she made all the delicious noises he could wring from her.

When he finally knew he had to fuck her or risk accidentally rubbing one out in his shorts against the couch, he got naked and starting fucking her, hard and fast, finishing just before he heard Neil’s car in the driveway.

“Love you, baby.” He kissed her, enjoying the feel of her in his arms, her hands tracing up and down his back.

“Love you, too, Sir.” She smiled up at him, her green eyes filled with mischief.

“What?”

“You timed that just right, didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “Neil has his sadism, and I have mine.” Yes, he did like playfully tormenting his friend. He wouldn’t deny it.

It was one of the lynchpins of their relationship and why they got along so well.

The front door opened. “Hi, Princess,” Neil called out when he saw them on the couch. “And hi, Tam.” He blew Dex a kiss.

Dexter laughed. “That’s never going to get old for you, is it?”

“What do you think?” Neil tossed Dex a playful wink on his way to the kitchen to put the groceries away.

When Dexter looked down, he spotted Tamsin smiling up at him. “What?”

She shrugged. “I’ve made no secret of the fact that if you ever get that curious, I’m totally all for watching the two of you together. I would love the hell out of that. I bet he would, too.”

“He’s too afraid of succumbing to my superior oral talents, babe,” Neil called out from the kitchen. “I’d steal him right out from under you. Once you go Neil, nothing else feels real.”

Dex burst into laughter. “How long did it take you to work on that one?”

“Not long.” Neil appeared in the kitchen doorway and grabbed his crotch. “Not nearly as long as my cock, Princess.”

Now Tamsin lost it, giggling. “You two are too much. Maybe you should get a room. Sounds like you have the hots for each other. As long as I get to watch.”

Dex leaned in and kissed her. “You know I love that dude, but you’d have to get me liquored up with a lot of tequila to get me feeling bottomy enough. And since he’s definitely a Dom, that sounds more like a recipe for a riot than romance.”

“I don’t know. Don’t be too sure about that.” Neil now leaned against the kitchen doorway, his arms crossed over his chest and a playful smile on his face. “I’d give serious consideration to bottoming to your cute ass if it meant I had a serious chance to tap it. At least once.”

He thrust his hips in the air several times. “Besides, Tam, if he gets a taste of this, he’ll get totally spoiled.” He turned and smacked himself on the ass. “Prime real estate here, you know.”

Another giggle from Tamsin. “How far you two have come since the days you wanted to kill each other.”

“We never wanted to kill each other,” Dex said.

“We just wanted to pound each other,” Neil added. “Sort of.” He smiled, waggling a finger at her. “Hey, I had a duty to protect my baby brat from any and all asshats, of which there were many in the beginning, were there not?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “There were. And yes, you did. You saved me from myself too many times to count.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear, sweetie.” Neil headed outside again for another load of groceries.

Dex stared down into her green eyes. He could do that all day long. Light green, with flecks of hazel and gold, sometimes shifting color depending on the light.

“You know I’m not jealous of him, right?” he whispered so Neil couldn’t hear him. “Seriously. I know we’ve talked about this before, but I don’t have a problem with you playing with him. I know my job makes it difficult for me to give you as much play as you’d like.”

“I know. And I love you so much for that. I knew that, above everything else, was the reason this was so perfect.” She snuggled even more tightly against him. “Besides, if you were jealous of him, we wouldn’t still be together.”

Dex wasn’t poly, and wasn’t much of a sharer when it came to relationships. Except…this was different. If Neil had been straight, or even bi and sleeping with her, that would be a definite problem for him.

In a way, it was a comfort to know there were a second set of eyes on her. And he didn’t feel as guilty about not being able to take her to Venture or to the private play parties as often as he wanted to.

Plus, Neil was far more sadistic than he was. Dex preferred his sadism on the light and sexy side, and Tamsin frequently needed way more than that. She could get the strict discipline and harder play she desired with Neil. In fact, if Dex was going to be home soon after Neil disciplined her, he frequently left her horny and wound up, setting her loose on Dex as soon as he walked through the door, like he had yesterday.

Everyone was a winner.

Tamsin got up to help put the groceries away. Dexter followed after pulling on shorts.

“Aw, you covered up my view,” Neil teased when he returned with another armful of bags.

“Sorry, I don’t want to be too much of a temptation.” He threw in a little butt wiggle. “My ass brings all the Doms to the yard.”

He thought Neil might wet his pants, he was laughing so hard. “Well, all the Doms in this house, at least,” Neil said.

 

* * * *

 

It felt good to have both her men home. It felt slightly empty around there when one of them was missing. Sometimes, on the rare times Dex had a Friday and Saturday off, Neil would go up to the Toucan Resort in St. Pete for the weekend and leave them the house.

And then, it just wasn’t the same.

Did that make her selfish? To feel slightly jealous her best friend was going somewhere to potentially meet guys?

As they were putting away the last of the groceries, Dex spoke up. “Next weekend, I’ve got Friday and Saturday off. Don’t have to be in until late Sunday. So I was thinking we could hit Venture Saturday night.”

“Yay!” She hugged him. “Thank you!”

“Well, that works out well,” Neil said. “I was thinking about going up to St. Pete next Saturday and spending the night. They’ve got a leathermen event going on.”

In Tamsin’s brain, the brakes screeched on that thought.

Dammit. It’s like I thought it and it happened.

“You don’t have to leave,” Tamsin said. “You could go with us to the club.”

Neil cocked his head as he studied her. “Do we need to have a talk?”

“No, I’m just sayin’. You can spank me.”

Neil let out one of those sighs and pulled her to him, even though she was naked.

“Baby brat, listen to me. No guy is ever going to take your place as my submissive. But unless or until you convince Princess here to swing both ways, I’d like a chance to find someone for me.”

“What if they don’t like me?”

“Red,” Dex softly said as he leaned against the counter, staring at her. “Why are you being jealous of a hypothetical guy he hasn’t even met yet?”

She felt her face heat. “I just…I like what we have. It’s perfect.”

 

* * * *

 

“For you,” Dex gently said. “And yeah, for me, too. But Neil deserves a relationship. Not that I’m rejecting you, dude,” he added, “but I couldn’t handle both of you at the same time, even if I did give in to your talents.”

Neil smirked. “True story.” He kissed Tamsin’s forehead. “Just like I wouldn’t let a guy hang around too long if I thought they weren’t right for you, I’m not going to go chasing a guy I don’t think is right for me and what we have. Of course they’ll have to accept what we have. But meanwhile, I wouldn’t mind looking.”

It didn’t bother Dex that Tamsin felt jealous. He understood part of it stemmed from the loss she’d already sustained in her life. To her, Neil was more than friend or family. He represented stability and safety.

Anything that jeopardized that, in her mind, was perceived as a threat. And it was something he and Neil had discussed before.

This wouldn’t be the first time Tamsin had been slightly jealous of a guy Neil had brought around. He’d dated a guy last year, before Dex had proposed to Tamsin, and all Dex could remember hearing from her every time they were alone together was how much she hated the guy.

“If Neil wants to go away for the weekend, he’s a big boy,” Dex added. “I’m not saying I mind having him around. It is his house, after all. But you can’t be selfish.”

“I’m not selfish,” she said, working on a good pout. “I’m…protective.”

“I’m twelve years older than you, sweetie,” Neil said. “I got this. Meanwhile, you two can do whatever it is that you two wanna do while I’m gone. I was going to go up Friday night, but I realized I have a late client appointment on my calendar and I’m going to feel too fried to drive up there. I’ll get packed Friday night and leave Saturday morning.”

“You already made your reservation, didn’t you?” Tamsin asked.

He nodded. “I did.”

Dex and Neil had coordinated their schedules last week, knowing that change was hard for her and wanting to present a united front. He got it. The guy wanted to get laid, but Neil didn’t like right-swiping randos in an app, and he was too damn cautious to bring someone home he didn’t know very well.

They’d expected pushback from her, but Dex had hoped Neil had been wrong that she’d be pushing back this hard.

And Neil had made a Friday night reservation. Dex knew that. So Neil was taking one for the team by conceding a night to Tamsin to lessen her anxiety.

Dex both loved him for it and wished he’d stand up to her more. Except…that wasn’t his call to make. The reason what they had worked so well between the three of them was due to the communication he and Neil had about Tamsin, and the insight Neil brought to the table about her.

They had an agreement that they wouldn’t interfere or undermine the other in regards to Tamsin when it came to D/s stuff. They could safeword—as Dex had just done—to discuss things, but they worked as a team.

“Is this going to be a problem, Tam?” Dex finally asked.

She stared at the floor. “No,” she mumbled.

Neil cleared his throat.

“No, Sir,” she corrected.

The men exchanged a knowing glance.

Dex knew he’d have his work cut out for him next weekend to keep her distracted and from obsessing over what Neil was doing while he was gone.

Meanwhile, the two of them had a little over a week to get her ready. 


Chapter Five

 

Neil and Dex spent a lot of time e-mailing and texting leading up to the next weekend, keeping each other informed of Tamsin’s mindset and working on a strategy to lessen the impact on her.

Yes, Neil had fallen on the proverbial sword, so to speak, and gave up a night at the Toucan.

He was a gay Dom, not a fucking asshole. He got it. She was actually far better now than she’d been in the beginning when he knew she was in love-love with him and he had to wait her out as she processed her emotions.

He’d never turn his back on her, though. He loved her, even if he wasn’t in love with her.

That Dex completely got her so thoroughly didn’t hurt matters any. Yet another reason Neil had approved of him.

The plan was for Dex and Tam to go out to dinner Friday night. They’d likely be out late. Neil would have his bag packed and ready to go and slip out early on Saturday morning, before Tamsin was up and around.

At that point, Dex could take full control, drop her hard and heavy into subspace, and pretty much keep her there for the rest of the weekend. She’d be too busy with him, hopefully, to give thought to what Neil was doing.

And while Neil wasn’t a slut, he was hoping to find a cute little twink to beat and get blown by. He wasn’t much for random fucking, even wrapped. He preferred to know a guy first, date him a couple of times, before leading to that.

Hopefully by the time he returned home late Sunday, he’d have blown some tension with someone other than his own right hand.

Because usually it was Dex starring in his fantasies lately.

Especially considering the great view Dex had given him of his ass when he’d walked in that afternoon last week.

On Friday, Neil was able to take lunch to Dex at the station and have a quick chat to finalize their game plan. Then Neil delayed going home from work that evening until after Dex had texted him they were gone. They were going to hang out with some mutual friends from the Suncoast Society, June and Scrye and others.

And it would give Neil time to take a swim and jerk off to fantasies of Dex’s gorgeous ass.

 

* * * *

 

Dex felt exhausted when he reached Neil’s on Friday, but it wasn’t often he had a Friday night and a Saturday night off.

He wanted to stick to the plan, even though all he really wanted to do was sleep. Except that wouldn’t be fair to Neil. They needed to work on Tamsin’s jealousy, get her used to Neil dating so that once Dex was living there with her full-time, Neil could go out on dates without Tamsin getting her feelings hurt.

So far, Neil had proved one-hundred-percent right about Tamsin. He wasn’t about to start doubting the man now.

At least once summer hit they’d be able to let their schedules gel better. She’d still be teaching, but only a couple of days a week, and not full days. It’d be nice to actually spend regular time together.

If he could, he’d get rid of his apartment now and move in with Tam and Neil, but he still had a few months left on his lease. The management company wouldn’t let him out of it because the complex wasn’t full. They would keep his deposit if he left early.

Thankfully, Neil was cool with Dex moving in with them. The past several months had been a test, and Dex knew it. He didn’t blame Neil for being cautious, either.

If anything, he respected him even more.

When Dex had met Neil and Tamsin through the Suncoast Society, he’d been relatively new to the lifestyle, but had understood he needed more than a vanilla relationship. He didn’t want to be an overbearing asshole, but he wanted…a level of control behind the bedroom door. Not even all the time. He liked kinky sex. He wasn’t really a heavy sadist the way Neil was.

Which had been a little bit of a speed bump when it came to playing with Tamsin.

The first time Neil had Dex co-top her, Dex almost had to safeword because he wasn’t comfortable with the heavy level of play Tamsin enjoyed.

Neil hadn’t even been going full speed, either, because Dex had seen Neil top a guy before.

Yet another reason to be glad to have Neil around.

Dex couldn’t count the number of hours he and Neil had talked. Mostly Neil trying to assure Dex that Tamsin was perfectly able to safeword and that Dex needed to man up, in essence.

Not quite that bluntly. Neil had tact.

Neil had also spent several years playing with her, an entrenched dynamic she thrived in and enjoyed. Dex had to bring himself up to speed, learn to cruise at Tam’s level for a while, figure out how to step in to take over, and then make his own way through the weeds.

It wasn’t just Neil telling him that. Pretty much every experienced Dom or Domme he’d talked to said the exact same thing. Tony, Ross, Scrye, Tilly, Doyle—all of them.

Every time Dex doubted himself, it was Neil stepping in to cheer him on.

A true friend.

They’d taken Tamsin’s car to dinner, Dex driving, only because she’d parked behind him without thinking and he didn’t feel like shuffling cars around.

But by the time dinner ended late that evening…he was yawning and bleary-eyed and barely vertical. He’d only grabbed a couple of cat naps during his last shift, which had been back-to-back MVAs and rescue calls that had kept him and Kevin hopping. Wade had gone off duty halfway through Dex’s shift and was back on now.

“Are you okay?” Tamsin asked.

Dex shook his head and handed her the keys. “I’m sorry, baby. Can you please drive? I’m falling asleep standing up.”

“Sure.”

As they climbed in, he reached over and patted her thigh. “I’ll summon energy for you by the time we get home. Last shift was fricking crazy, though.”

She leaned in and kissed him. “It’s okay, Sir. I’m glad I get you for the weekend.”

Dex dozed off almost immediately.

That’s why he wasn’t ready when he felt Tamsin slam on the brakes as she screamed.

 

* * * *

 

Once Neil knew Dex and Tam had cleared out, he headed home, ate, packed, and then took his swim.

Yep, one long, slow jerk session to totally relax him.

After showering off, he retired to his bedroom and closed the door. That was a sign they used to indicate do not disturb, unless there was something urgent that couldn’t wait for a text reply.

He grabbed a book and, with the TV droning in the background, settled in for the night to read.

Neil realized he’d dozed off reading in bed when his cell phone awakened him, but not Tam or Dex’s specialty tones. Momentarily disoriented, he glanced at the screen and saw it was Wade calling him. He debated not answering it, then realized it was late, nearly midnight, and maybe it was something about work for Dex.

“Hello?”

“Neil?”

“Yeah.” He sat up, rubbing at his eyes. “What’s going on?”

“I need you to listen to me very carefully. There’s been an accident. It’s…bad.” 


Chapter Six

 

Neil felt numb as he rushed to Proctor-Collins Medical Center. Wade’s words still echoed in his brain, but it didn’t feel…real.

It couldn’t be real.

He must have misheard Wade over the phone. Maybe they were both hurt, but just a little. Or maybe only one of them was hurt.

It couldn’t be both of them.

Could it?

He found a parking spot near the ER entrance and ran for the door, immediately spotting Wade standing with another paramedic near the front desk.

“Where are they?”

When Wade and the other man exchanged a glance, Neil knew.

This was bad.

Really bad.

“Neil.” Ed’s voice from behind him caught Neil off-guard. He wheeled around to see the man, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and looking half asleep, hurry up to the desk from the entrance.

“I called him after I called you,” Wade said. “I figured you might need him.”

“How are they?” Ed asked.

“Let’s go talk,” Wade said. He led them around the desk and down the hall to a small consultation room. The other paramedic peeled off down a side hallway and got the attention of a doctor in scrubs.

Neil needed to know now. “Wade, talk to me and—”

“Neil.” Wade rested his hands on Neil’s shoulders. “Listen to me, buddy. I’m going to let the doctor talk to you first. Okay?”

“Are they alive?”

“They’re both in surgery.”

Fortunately, there was a chair behind him. Neil sank into it as the doctor joined them, closing the door behind her. Neil tried not to panic, to rationalize there were lots of reasons for surgery, including something as simple as broken limbs.

“Mr. Abbott?” she asked. “Dr. Gloria Chase. You’re the listed next of kin for Dexter Lee and Tamsin Mulder?” She held some papers that looked like forms.

Jesus, she’s a kid. She looked barely old enough to be out of high school, much less a doctor.

Wade had taken a chair next to Neil. He felt Wade’s hand return to his shoulder and Neil finally nodded. “Yeah. Are they going to be okay?”

“I have some forms I need you to sign.”

He immediately passed them to Ed to look over. “How are they?”

Pursed lips, narrowed brow, and buying herself a moment by pulling the elastic band from her brown hair to gather it together and wrap it in a ponytail low on the back of her head.

“Mr. Lee’s condition is less severe, so let’s start there. I haven’t had an update from the OR in about twenty minutes, so I don’t know if there’s anything else. But he has a broken femur, internal injuries, and a ruptured spleen, which is why he’s in surgery.”

Neil’s stomach clenched. “Is he going to be okay?” He struggled not to scream it.

“I cannot give you an answer. I don’t know if they’ve encountered any other complications.”

Neil looked at Wade, who pointed at the doc with his free hand. “You need to listen to her. We can talk later.”

“Tamsin. How is she?”

“The other vehicle apparently hit them head-on, the impact focused more on the driver’s side. She was trapped in the wreckage for a lot longer than Dexter was. Her condition is much graver. That’s why, just in case, I’d like to go over these forms with you right—”

The explosion was imminent. “What are the fucking forms?”

“Organ donation,” Ed quietly said. “For Tamsin.”

Now the doctor’s tone sounded wary, her cadence slow. “On both their licenses, they’re listed as organ donors. Considering Tamsin’s grave condition, just in case—”

Neil snatched the forms from Ed’s hands and ripped them up, slamming them back onto the table. “Now fucking talk to me!”

“Neil,” Ed said, “please stay calm.”

“I am calm, but you’re telling me my two best friends are in surgery, I don’t even know how badly they’re hurt for sure, and this fucking ghoul wants me to sign permission forms to fucking harvest Tam’s organs? No!” He jabbed a finger at her. “You tell those goddamned surgeons they exhaust every last fucking option they have!”

“Mr. Abbott, please, it’s just in case something happens. To prevent any unnecessary delays.” The doctor looked to Ed, perhaps sensing an ally.

Ed held his hands up. “Neil holds a durable medical power of attorney for both of them. Just like they do on each other and him. He is the final say. And considering the ink is barely dry on all the forms, I don’t even need to look it up, although I can e-mail you the forms. I suggest you move along and talk to us about Tamsin’s condition. As Tamsin and Neil’s attorney, I’m not going to demand he change his mind on this, especially right now when he’s under extreme duress. I’m also Dexter’s attorney, so I’m going to side with Neil.”

The doctor stared at the shredded forms for a moment. Just when Neil thought he was going to have to grab her and shake the information from her, she spoke.

“Tamsin suffered a severe head injury, in addition to internal injuries, which are causing internal bleeding. She also suffered fractures in both lower legs, her left arm and shoulder, ribs. I don’t yet know the full extent of her injuries or what the long-term prognosis will be. Right now, she’s listed as critical. The last report I had from the OR, she’d already had to be resuscitated once. It’s my understanding she also went into cardiac arrest after being extricated from the wreck.”

“I was able to start an IV and get fluids pushed while they were trying to cut her out,” Wade quietly said. “I was trying to keep her BP up. She coded just as we were loading her. Kevin and I got her back. She lost a lot of blood.”

Neil’s gaze finally focused on the man even as Wade’s fingers tightened on Neil’s shoulder. The tears trailing down Wade’s cheeks horrified Neil, because he knew this was…bad.

“Dex made me promise to stay with her until we got her here. We shipped him first, in the other rig. They were able to extricate him almost immediately. We had to cut the roof and half the side of the car off to get her out. The other driver hit her at the front driver’s wheel well, and it pushed everything in on her from the transmission and the front driver’s side pillar, the steering wheel. It…”

Wade closed his eyes as his voice choked. “It took us almost thirty minutes to cut her out. I honestly thought she was dead, at first. I couldn’t find a pulse on her for nearly a minute. Dex was screaming at me to work on her while they were trying to load him on the gurney. As bad as he was hurt, he was worried about her and we had to physically restrain him to keep him on the gurney.”

How had his life turned into a nightmare? How had he gone from contemplating spending the weekend up at the Toucan to get some, and give Tam and Dex the house to themselves, to…this?

“This isn’t happening,” Neil whispered. “This has to be wrong. It can’t be her. It can’t be my Tam.”

Wade finally released Neil’s shoulder and pulled a small, clear plastic bag out of one of the cargo pockets on his uniform pants. He gently pressed it into Neil’s palm.

Neil started sobbing at the sight of Tamsin’s day collar and her engagement ring inside.

He shook his head. “No. No, it can’t be her.”

Ed switched seats, moving around the small table to sit on his other side. “Neil, Hope’s already calling everyone to get people here to be with you. You’re not alone. You have to be strong for them. You and I need to go through her paperwork and—”

“You keep them alive!” he screamed at the doctor. “You keep them both alive! I’m not going to let you let her die so you can take her organs!”

“Sir, please, that’s not what—”

“Ed, tell her.”

Ed wrapped his arms around Neil, as did Wade from the other side. “Shh, it’s okay. We’re here.”

Neil’s hand tightly clutched the plastic bag, his fist pressed against his chest. He rocked back and forth, sobbing, no longer caring about the doctor’s presence. Part of his mind, the one that was so good at adulting and being in charge, could process that the doctor was only doing her job and chiding him for taking it out on her.

That was the same part that damn well knew Tamsin—as well as Dex and himself—had DNR orders in Ed’s files, in case the worst-case ever happened.

Some mythical, far-future, hopefully old-age-induced condition.

Not…now.

Not his baby brat.

Not his Tam.

If there was a chance, any chance, of her surviving, he would damn well make sure they did whatever it took to keep her alive.

 

* * * *

 

The doctor tried to talk to him, but Neil wasn’t processing. At some point, he ended up in the waiting room with Ed and Wade and there were already a bunch of their friends there, including Nate and Eva and Cherise, who in addition to being Wade’s fiancée was also Nate’s little sister. Neil let Wade and Ed and Nate process information and feed it back to him in digestible chunks, short words.

Summaries.

Cris arrived, with Bob in tow, and got Tilly on the phone from where she was filming on location in Jordan. Ed coordinated with her, and she promised to keep her phone handy for texts or calls if there were questions. Wade had to go back to work, but others took his place.

The hours ticked by, friends making sure Neil had coffee, a phone charger, taking over and answering questions for newcomers who arrived to sit with him. Dexter emerged from surgery to recovery, and from there he’d go to the surgical ICU and Neil would be able to see him, even if Dexter wasn’t awake yet. He’d have to have another surgery in the next day or so for his left leg, but the internal injuries were not as serious as they’d first thought, other than his spleen. He was still listed as being in serious condition, which was better than critical.

Processing all this proved impossible. Neil didn’t want to open the bag and touch the necklace or the ring.

If he didn’t touch them, that meant he could still deny this was happening, right?

Around two a.m., Neil was finally able to go back and see Dex for a few minutes, Nate and Cris accompanying him.

Neil walked around the bed, to Dex’s right side, trying to see his friend there through his injuries and the medical equipment he was hooked to. He’d have a hell of a shiner, his left eye nearly swollen shut, his face bruised and scraped and scratched.

He had an IV in his left hand, wires everywhere. Monitors and alarms and a ventilator.

When the nurse tried to update Neil, he tuned out.

The last shattered hopes he’d had that this was all a horrible mistake fell from his soul, slicing deep into him. He couldn’t deny this was Dex.

As Cris and Nate handled the talking and absorbing of information, Neil reached down and gently clasped Dex’s right hand and squeezed.

“Don’t leave me, man,” he whispered. “I can’t lose both of you. I’m going to need you to get through this. I can’t do this without you.”

He leaned in, nuzzling his face next to Dexter’s ear. “Please, fight. Please stay strong. I love both of you, and I need both of you in my life.”

After pressing a kiss to Dexter’s cheek, Neil straightened and reluctantly released his hand.

Cris held a plastic bag that Neil realized contained Dexter’s personal effects. His wallet, watch, keys, phone, belt, shoes, plus loose change and a few stray bills.

No clothes, which he assumed meant they’d cut them off him.

Neil held a hand out for it and then clutched it to his chest with both arms, hugging it tightly.

Desperately. “Where’s Tam’s things?” he hoarsely asked. “I want them.”

“I’ll find out for you,” Cris said, going to talk to Dexter’s nurse.

Nate kept an arm around Neil’s waist as he helped him back out to the waiting room and into a chair, taking over and updating everyone.

Cris returned a little while later with a bag containing Tam’s purse, phone, and keys. Neil loosened his grip on the bag of Dexter’s things and, choking back a harsh sob, tucked Tamsin’s bag inside Dex’s.


Chapter Seven

 

Dex didn’t understand why everything.

Fucking.

Hurt.

Or why he was lying in a bed in…a hospital? ICU, by the looks of it. It wasn’t a regular room, just a small cubicle big enough for a bed and monitors and a recliner chair and little else, with sliding glass doors on the front. The door was slid open only enough the nurse could duck in and out, and the blinds had been pulled for privacy.

He struggled to wake up. The only thing he could equate it to was trying to swim through thick cotton gauze that kept sucking him back down. Part of him wanted to escape the pain and return to comforting darkness, but then a thought slammed into his brain.

Tamsin!

Snippets flashed through his brain, of the wreck, the aftermath, screaming her name and trying to reach for her, Wade having to physically hold him down on the gurney while he still tried to get to her, making Wade promise to stay with her.

The blood on her face.

Her closed eyes.

When he tried to sit up, another wave of pain from what felt like every part of his body overwhelmed him. A nurse appeared in his line of vision.

“Hi, Dexter. I’m Allison, your day nurse. Are you hurting?”

“Tam,” he hoarsely croaked. “Where is she? How is she?”

An alarm went off and she reached up, behind him, to silence it. “I don’t know who that is, I’m sorry.”

“Tamsin Mulder, my fiancée. MVA. She would have been brought in not long after me.”

He hoped.

He prayed.

“Oh, of course. Let me check, but I need you to please lie down for me, okay?”

Knowing she wouldn’t go check until he did, he complied. She made a couple of adjustments to his monitors and headed out of the cubicle.

Wasn’t like he could get out of bed. One of the worst pains was in his left hip and thigh. When he pulled back the sheet and the hem of his hospital gown, he spotted the fresh surgical incision, maybe a day old, if that.

Fuck.

Instead of her returning, a few minutes later Neil raced into the cube. His face looked drawn, haggard, and Dex could tell he hadn’t shaved for at least a couple of days.

This had to be fucking bad. Neil always shaved.

“Oh, my god!” Neil leaned in and kissed his forehead and Dex didn’t even care.

He groped for Neil’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “Please tell me she’s—”

“Two beds over.” Tears spilled down his cheeks as he clutched Dex’s hand. “They’ve got her…in a medically induced coma.”

His heart faltered, new pain consuming him, this time emotional and mental. “Is she going to be okay?”

“I…I don’t know. They don’t know yet. It’s day-by-day right now.” Neil reached behind him with his free hand and pulled a stool over that the nurses sat on while writing reports. Dex wasn’t inclined to let go of his hand either.

“She’s got a bad head injury and it’s too soon for them to evaluate her.” Neil wiped at his cheeks with his hand. “It’s bad, but she’s hanging in there. Her vital signs are stable.”

“What day is it?”

“Monday. Afternoon.”

Another emotional gut-punch. Last he’d known, it’d been Friday. “How bad am I?”

Neil ran down a list of his injuries. He’d had two surgeries already, and they weren’t sure if he’d require any more or not on his leg. They’d kept him sedated after the initial surgery, before tackling his leg, to give him a chance to stabilize.

“They might move you to a regular room in a couple of days.”

“I want to see her,” Dex said. “I want to be with her.”

“We can’t move you right now.” Neil fished his phone out of his back pocket and called up a picture before showing him the phone. “I just took that a few minutes ago.”

One more impact, this one a meteor hitting him right in the balls. He barely recognized her.

He didn’t bother hiding his tears from Neil. “Oh, my god,” he whispered.

Neil fumbled tissues out of a box on the ledge behind him and handed him a couple before taking some for himself. “Yeah.”

He looked up and realized Neil was wearing her day collar around his neck. On it dangled her engagement ring.

Neil realized what he was staring at. “I’m sorry. Wade got them and gave them to me when I got here.”

“Did Wade stay with her?”

“Yeah.” A sad laugh escaped him. “He said they had to hold you down, strap you onto the gurney, and force you into the ambulance. You were trying to fight them to stay with her.”

“What happened? I remember dozing off and then the wreck. It’s all sketchy.”

Neil was many things. A lovable goofball, a serious businessman, a strict and sadistic Dom.

Never, in the going on two years that he’d known Neil, could Dex ever remember seeing homicidal rage on the man’s face before. “Thankfully they took the fucker to another hospital. Cops told me he lost his leg. He was drunk. Ed’s already working on the civil lawsuit for us. He was driving a company vehicle, and it’s not his first DUI.”

That was cold comfort, but at least it was something.

“So he hit us? Tamsin wasn’t at fault?”

“There were witnesses in both directions. He crossed the line and hit you. He’d been weaving in and out for about a mile. The guy behind him had just called FHP to report him when the accident happened. That’s why 911 responded so fast. He was on the phone with the dispatcher when it happened.”

Dex’s gaze returned to the phone. “Please let me see her.” He realized he was still tightly clutching Neil’s hand, hadn’t let go.

“Buddy,” Neil gently said, “we can’t. You can’t get up yet. Your gut’s been sliced open and you’re one spleen lighter. Although the plate and screws in your leg probably makes up the difference.” He forced a smile Dex saw right through. “I’m not trying to be a dick, but if you hurt yourself, I’m going to go Dom on your ass.”

The sound of Neil’s voice cracking broke Dex’s heart. “I need you right now. She’s going to need both of us. I have to get you healed up and back on your feet, and if you pull stitches loose or something, it’s only going to delay your recovery that much longer.”

The nurse walked in with a syringe and headed for the pump attached to his IV. “I have your dose of pain meds.”

He nodded, finally returning Neil’s phone to him. Then he grabbed one of the tissues Neil had laid on his chest and dabbed at his eyes, wincing at the pain around his left.

Once the nurse left, Dex asked Neil, “How bad do I look?”

Neil hadn’t put his phone away yet. He thumbed the camera, switched it to rear-facing mode, and handed it to him to look.

Holy…shit. “How’d I get the black eye?”

Neil choked up again. “They aren’t sure. They think maybe you and Tamsin bounced off each other, even with the seat belts. The worst of her head injury is on the left side, from where her head hit the side pillar, but she’s got a goose-egg on the right. The air bags could only protect you so much.”

Neil took the phone back and then thumbed through it to show him. “Wade texted me those. One of the guys took them for him at the scene and sent them to him.”

The air whooshed out of him. “Holy…fuck me.”

The car wasn’t even recognizable. In the first picture, they were still trying to get her out, Wade’s ass visible through the passenger side as he and Tamsin were covered by a protective blanket while guys from their station worked to cut the roof off. The small SUV that hit them was visible in the background, the driver’s side destroyed, the door off the car, looking like it’d been cut off.

“Wade said it took them about thirty minutes to cut her out.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” Dex forced himself to look up, into Neil’s blue eyes. “Tell me.”

More tears trailed down his cheeks. “Wade said she coded as they were loading her in the ambulance, but they got her back. Then she coded again during surgery. She lost a lot of blood. There was some brain swelling, and they had to do a second surgery Saturday to help relieve that. I can get the doctor to come talk to you. I’m…” His words trailed off, like he was lost, struggling.

As Neil tried to regroup, Dex realized Neil wore the same clothes he remembered seeing him in on Friday. He added that to the fact that Neil—who never so much as went to the grocery store without shaving—looked like a drunk on the bad end of a three-day bender.

As the pain meds started hitting Dex’s system, the epiphany struck. “Have you even been home?”

Neil shook his head. “I didn’t want to leave you two. I called your parents Saturday morning. They’re driving down. They should be here later tonight. I warned them to hold off coming until today because I knew you were going to be unconscious anyway.”

“How’d my mom take the news?”

“She wanted to fly down immediately so she could take care of you. I told her I had your power of attorney, so that wasn’t necessary.”

“I bet that didn’t go over well.”

“Like a turd in a punchbowl. I handed the phone off to Ed. That’s why we pay him, anyway.”

“He’s here?”

“Not right now. He came in Friday night and stayed with me for hours, until you were out of surgery. He’s been stopping by to check on you guys.”

The pain was starting to ease back from apocalyptically hellish to mildly agonizing. “Does everyone know?”

“Yeah. Ed and Hope took care of that. I called Sorrellson.”

He stared at where Neil’s fingers were laced through his, finally squeezing. “Thank you. You should go home and rest.”

I didn’t want to leave until at least you were awake.”

“Have you even been sleeping?”

“Out in the waiting room. They have a couple of recliners. Everyone’s been bringing me food and stuff.”

His gaze drifted up, the meds really kicking in now. As he focused on her engagement ring again, he said, “Please keep that safe for me.”

Neil reached up and touched it. “I will.”

He nodded, closed his eyes, and let the medication’s effects fully wash over him.

 

* * * *

 

Neil waited long past when Dex’s grip grew limp and his breathing slowed and deepened to finally extricate his hand. Exhaustion threatened to take him right there. Forcing himself up and off the stool, he walked out and stopped where the nurse was working on the computer.

“I need to run home for a while. We’ve got several friends out in the waiting room. Can I send one of them in to sit with him?”

“Of course. I have your phone number.”

“Thanks.”

He stopped by Tamsin’s bed first. She had a different nurse than Dex.

Neil walked in and stared at her for a long time, cried out right now. He’d spent an hour crying earlier that morning, holding her hand, begging her to get better even though he knew she couldn’t wake up yet.

For now, she needed to stay asleep, to let her body have a chance to heal.

The good thing was her body responded to pain stimulus, so there was that. They knew she had good brain function still, catching the swelling early enough they could do an operation to actually open her skull and make room. Once the swelling decreased, she’d have to have another surgery to replace the piece of skull that was now tucked inside her abdomen.

They couldn’t give Neil any kind of prognosis yet.

There were too many variables. Infection, stroke, complications from the surgeries she’d already had.

He had lied to Dex, though. The picture he’d showed him of her had been taken Saturday morning, before the worst of the bruising had turned dark and purple, rendering her face unrecognizable. In the grand scheme of things, he hoped Dex forgave him that fib, if it ever came out.

The last thing Dex needed to do was hurt himself trying to get to her. They’d told Neil they might get him into a wheelchair in a couple of days. Then he could bring him over to see her.

By then, hopefully, Dex would be strong enough to handle seeing her like this.

He stroked her hand before leaning in to kiss the tip of her nose. “Love you, baby brat. You get better, and that’s an order. I have to go home for a while.”

He headed out to the waiting room, where Leah, Doyle, Cali, and Eva were sitting. Others would come by later, taking shifts to make sure he wasn’t alone, and that there was always someone available to be with Dex, now that he was awake.

They looked up. “He’s awake. Well, he woke up, but then they gave him pain meds and he’s out again for a while. But I need to go home and get a shower and a nap.”

Leah stood and hugged him. “I’ll go take the first shift. You go rest. We’ll call you if he needs you, or…if there’s any changes.”

“Thanks.”

It took him a minute to remember where he’d parked. First, he had to find his way around and through the hospital to the ER entrance. Then, as he blinked in the bright Florida afternoon sunshine, he finally remembered to hit the button on his key fob to make the horn chirp and the lights flash to give away his car’s location.

Now oriented, he trudged his way through the heat shimmering off the asphalt and collapsed into the driver’s seat. He sat there for a minute with the engine running to get the AC to cool the interior.

This…if this was a nightmare, he could wake up anytime now.

Or maybe it would at least dump him into an alternate world where he could deal with the usual stuff of nightmares, like zombies and murderers.

Right now, that would be a far more welcomed world than this one. 


Chapter Eight

 

Neil barely remembered to get the mail from the box before he headed inside. After stripping his clothes in the bathroom and dropping them to the floor, he stared at himself in the mirror.

He really didn’t have the time to engage in self-pity over his appearance, much less the energy.

Or the right to bitch. Not when Dex and Tam had things a lot worse off than he did.

He shaved before climbing into the shower and standing against the wall, letting the water hit his sore back. That’s when it all slammed into his brain and he couldn’t shove it away any longer. His knees gave out as he sank to the floor, sobbing.

Dex would probably make it. Especially now that he was awake and knew what had happened to Tam.

But…

His sweet, beautiful baby brat. He’d spent a lot of time at her bedside over the past couple of days. Time had blurred, and between grief and exhaustion, it threatened to overwhelm him.

He still hoped to wake up and find himself stuck in a nightmare. That Tam and Dex were going to walk through the door, unharmed and healthy.

Not…this. Not this hellscape, a world he didn’t want to be a part of.

After getting that bout out of his system, he dragged himself to his feet, finished the shower, and barely made it to bed. He did remember to plug his phone in and make sure the ringer was turned on loud.

Then his world went black.

 

* * * *

 

When Neil next opened his eyes, disorientation swirled around him, causing his pulse to spike as he struggled to figure out where he was, much less the time. It was dark, and it took him a moment to remember that he was home, not at the hospital.

That thought sent him sitting straight up in bed. Fortunately, he hadn’t missed any calls from the hospital. It was a little after nine at night, and after using the bathroom, he called Leah.

She answered immediately. “Did you get something to eat?”

It was almost enough to make him laugh.

Almost.

“I just woke up.”

“Make sure you eat. I just walked out a few minutes ago. Still sitting here in the parking lot. Cris and Bob are there now, with June. They’re going to take turns going back into the unit. Dex woke up again, had more pain meds, and went back to sleep.”

He almost couldn’t make himself ask. “Tam?”

“She’s still hanging in there. No change. But that’s not a bad thing. Tilly told you that. Her body needs time to heal from the trauma. This isn’t a sprint, it’s going to be a long-ass marathon.”

“I know.” He sank onto the end of the bed. “I want to wake up from this nightmare now, please.”

“How about you stay home tonight? Please? I have the rest of the week organized so you can go back to work. Someone will be there twenty-four-seven with them.”

Neil rubbed at the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “Dex’s parents arrived, didn’t they?”

“Oh, you mean that charmingly obnoxious couple who even I wanted to smack within three minutes of meeting them? Yes. But they left to go to their hotel before I left. Dex told them to go, that he was going to sleep for the night.”

“Thank you for doing this.”

“Hey, you guys are family. But seriously, it’s okay. We have this end covered.”

“I’m still taking tomorrow off. I’ll be there.”

She hesitated. “Dex’s parents will be back.”

“Ask me if I care. I’ve butted heads with them before. They’re not real fond of Tamsin.”

“Yeah, well, they didn’t even ask to visit her, much less ask how she was, if that tells you anything.”

He stuffed back the wave of rage that threatened to drag him under. He couldn’t afford that kind of diversion of energy right now. “Yeah. Instead of getting to know her, they decided to judge her and her living arrangements.”

“Because of you?”

“Yep. We obviously couldn’t tell them about the BDSM part of stuff, so they didn’t get why their future daughter-in-law is living with another guy and has for years.”

“But you’re gay. Don’t they know that?”

“Yep. That only made matters worse.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, exactly. And when they found out Dex and Tam were going to be living with me for a while after they get married, they were sticking their noses and opinions in where they didn’t belong and weren’t invited.”

“Maybe I should call Ed tonight and give him a heads-up.”

“No, I can deal with them.” A ragged sigh escaped him. “I’ve dealt with worse. If Dex wasn’t awake yet, I’d say yes, please, I need the backup. But they can’t interfere with Tamsin and her care, so fuck ’em.”

Once he got off the phone with Leah, he forced himself to eat. He lost the struggle to not cry while nuking the leftovers from a meal Tamsin had cooked just a few days ago.

His baby brat.

His best damn friend.

Family.

No, he couldn’t go back to sleep. He had to go see them. He might have to go back to work Wednesday, but at least he had tomorrow off.

Once he’d dressed—and shaved again, since he’d done a shitty job of it earlier—he headed out to the hospital. He remembered to take Dex and Tam’s phones with him, and the chargers.

Dex might want hers, which had miraculously survived since it had probably been in her purse during the actual wreck, to be able to notify people from her contacts.

Cris and Bob were sitting in the waiting room when Neil arrived, and they stood to give them hugs.

“Hey, didn’t expect to see you back tonight,” Cris said.

Neil offered a half-hearted smile. “I had to come.”

“I understand. June’s sitting with Tamsin right now. We take turns and go back and forth between Dex and Tam when he’s awake.”

“Thanks.”

“Landry sends his love. He’s home with KC.”

Neil headed in, stopping by to see Tamsin first. June had been reading to her from her Kindle.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” The tiny woman stood to hug him. He always suspected there was a deeper well of strength within her than most people ever knew. “Why aren’t you home sleeping?”

“I napped. Any change?”

“I decided to start reading her Harry Potter. Book one, from the beginning.”

Neil smiled. “She loves that series.”

He tried not to focus on the deepening bruises on Tamsin’s face, or the surgical dressing covering the shaved and deformed section on the left side of her head. They put the portion of her skull in her abdomen to preserve it. Once the swelling went down, they’d be able to replace it.

He didn’t want to contemplate any of that.

He’d kept the gory details about the surgery from Dex, knowing it would only upset him right now, so soon after his own trauma. Especially when he couldn’t get out of bed and see her.

“I’m going to go see Dex,” he said.

“His parents were here earlier.” She made a face.

Neil couldn’t help but laugh. “I know. Hopefully they won’t be around for long.” A sudden thought struck him.

Dex would have to be discharged to Neil’s house. Dex lived on the second floor of his apartment building, and it didn’t have an elevator.

“What?” she asked.

“I just realized I have a lot of stuff I’m going to have to do at home so Dex can get around when he’s released.”

He would likely need a wheelchair for a while, and the pool bathroom had a wide enough door. Except the shower in there was tiny, not enough room for a shower chair. He thought a wheelchair would fit through the bathroom door of the master bath, where the shower was much larger, large enough he could put a shower chair in there for him.

The hall bath that was Tamsin’s—and Dex’s by default—was too small to fit a wheelchair, and had a tub-shower combo that would be difficult for him to navigate safely with his bad leg.

“Well, anything you need help with, let us know,” June said. “You have an army of volunteers driving Leah crazy to jump in and help.”

“I might need to take you up on that. Especially Seth. Isn’t he a contractor?”

“Seth was, yes. Max and Sean work for a builder. Brooke’s guys are a plumber and an electrician. Why?”

He stared at Tamsin. Hopefully, he could get her home, one day soon.

If he did, she would likely need a modified bathroom, too. “Depending on how things go with Tamsin, I might need to renovate a bathroom for her.”

In fact, he was already calculating the home equity loan he’d need to take out. If they got anything from the insurance settlement and lawsuit—rather, if anything was left over after those paid for her medical care—he’d think about being reimbursed.

For now, everything needed to go toward Tamsin’s care.

“You should go home and go back to sleep.”

“I’m going to go check on Dex,” he said, a wave of exhaustion suddenly washing over him. “Then I’ll go home.”

June nodded. “You need to sleep. You can’t kill yourself. Let us all help.”

“Thanks.”

He checked in with the nurse to see how Dex was doing and found that they were thinking about moving him to a regular room tomorrow.

Which likely wouldn’t settle well with Dex, even though he couldn’t get out of bed to visit Tamsin yet. Not to mention it’d add a degree of difficulty to the schedule, having them in two different locations.

Well, duh. He’s got to heal.

Dex’s eyes were closed, but when Neil heavily lowered himself into the recliner next to the bed, Dex opened his eyes and stared at Neil.

Then he reached over the bedrail for Neil’s hand. “Hey.” He looked near tears.

Neil stood and leaned in to hug him, kissing him on the forehead. Dex clung to him, breaking down, sobbing.

“Tell me this is a nightmare,” Dex hoarsely begged. “Please.”

“I’m so sorry, buddy. I’ve been wishing that myself.” He got the bedrail lowered so he could sit in the chair and lean in, Dex still holding on to his arm, their heads touching. “We’ll get through this. I’m not going anywhere, and June and Leah have whipped the volunteer corps into fighting shape.”

“My parents were here earlier.”

Neil struggled and finally won the battle not to be snarky. “I know.”

“My mother was hinting around at staying in my apartment while they’re here, but I’d rather they don’t. I don’t need her snooping through my stuff and getting all judgy.”

“I don’t blame you there.”

Dex’s hands stilled on Neil’s arm, tightly clutching him. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being you. For being here.”

“You’re family. What the hell you think I’m going to do? Don’t be surprised I get a little Dommy on you once I have you home. You need to get healed up.”

“I won’t even complain, I swear.”

They heard the door open and Wade, in full uniform, stuck his head in. “Hey, how you doing?”

Neil was going to sit back, except Dex didn’t release his arm, so he stayed where he was.

“Hey.”

Wade walked around the other side and leaned in to awkwardly half-hug Dex. “You know you scared the crap out of me, right, dude? My friends aren’t allowed to do that to me.”

“Sorry. Thanks for staying with her. Neil told me.”

“Yeah, well, she scared me pretty bad, too.” He pulled the nurse’s stool over to that side of the bed and sat. “Ask me now, man, because I really don’t want to think about it again.”

“Tell me. I want to hear it. Everything.” Dex still didn’t let go of Neil, so he wasn’t going to move.

Wade started with rolling up to the scene and recognizing them, what had happened, filling in the blanks. Once Dex was transported, Wade’s full attention had been focused on keeping Tamsin alive.

Wade brushed at his eyes. “I’ve been lucky up ’til now. One time worked a minor accident where a guy I knew from high school had whiplash, but nothing major.” He slowly shook his head. “Everyone at the station told me to pass on that if you need us to work shifts for you, we will.”

“I can’t even think that far ahead yet. I don’t know how long until I can go back to work. Plus we have to take care of Tam.”

Neil didn’t bother to correct Dex, that Tam likely wouldn’t be able to leave the hospital for weeks. From there she’d go to a rehab facility, then home. Hopefully.

As long as…as long as she recovered.

Dex would likely be back at work long before any of those benchmarks happened.

If they happened.

Quiet settled among the three for a moment.

“I can’t go home, can I?” Dex quietly asked.

Under any other circumstance, Neil would have delighted in being snuggled against Dex like this.

But the man was hurting—mentally, physically, emotionally. They both were. Well, Neil not physically.

Neil finally lifted his head so he could stare into Dex’s eyes. “You’re coming home—our home. I’ll handle getting you moved out.”

“What about the deposit?”

“If they’re that big of dicks that they’d still keep it, fuck ’em. I’ll make sure to tell them that the local TV station will love to run that story. Injured paramedic, fiancée in ICU, and they won’t let you out of your lease?”

Wade snorted. “Dude. I know you’re a Dom, but let Neil Dom you right now. Seriously. At least for a little while.”

Dex nodded. “Yeah. Please. I’ll pay you back for whatever it costs.”

“It won’t cost anything but boxes,” Neil said. “I’ll get that handled and I know June and Leah can organize a team. We’ll load everything into my garage for now. You can have Tam’s room or the guest room.”

“The guest room,” Dex said without hesitation, sounding close to tears again. “Please don’t move her stuff.”

“I won’t. No one will touch her stuff except you or me. I promise.”

“If you need extra help,” Wade said, “I’m sure I could get some of the guys from the station.”

“I’ll let you know,” Neil said. “I can get your clothes and small stuff moved myself.”

Wade had to leave and get back to work. Once it was just the two of them again, Dex still clung to Neil’s arm.

“I’m scared,” Dex said.

Neil rested his head on Dex’s pillow. “I’m scared, too. But I’m here. You’re not alone.”

“What if we never get her back?”

“We’ll get her back. Our baby brat is stubborn. You think she can’t beat this, think again. I know she can.”

“The doctor said it’s bad. He tried to get me to sign a DNR and organ donor forms for her a little while ago. Said you refused to sign them.”

Neil had to force back another wave of anger. “They had no right to ask that of you in your condition.”

“I think me flipping him the bird answered the question.”

Neil stared at him for a moment, processing, before he managed a laugh. “We are a team, huh?”

“Yeah.” He stared up into Neil’s eyes. “I think I’m going to go back to sleep, but can you stay with me until I do? Please? Then go home and sleep. You look like hell.”

Neil shifted position with his arm so it was more comfortable for him, fingers laced with Dex, laying his head next to Dex’s on the pillow. “Yeah, buddy. I’ll stay here with you until you fall asleep. I’ve got your back.”

“Thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil awoke with a start to realize it was nearly midnight, and June was standing in the doorway.

Dex was sound asleep.

Carefully, he extricated himself from his friend and resisted the urge to lean in and kiss his forehead again for fear of waking him up.

Once he was outside and had slid the cubicle door shut behind him, June said, “We need to go talk.”

After Neil checked on Tamsin, June led him out of the unit and into the waiting room.

She kept her voice low. “A doctor just made rounds and asked if I was family. I said yes, extended family. She wanted to talk to me about a DNR and organ donation forms for Tamsin. I flat told her you were the go-to, and that you were in Dex’s room.”

Cris stood and walked over, Bob looking on. “What’s going on?”

There were a few small clusters of people in other parts of the waiting room, which was the only reason Neil didn’t start screaming.

“Can you channel Tilly?” Neil only half-joked to Cris.

“Why?”

Neil explained, Cris’ expression turning hard and cold. “Let’s go.” Without waiting, Cris marched through the ICU doors, leaving Neil scrambling to catch up.

Cris walked up to the main ICU desk. “We need to speak to the unit’s nursing supervisor and whoever the head on-call doctor is for this unit. Right now.”

It took a few minutes, but they were escorted into a small consult room where Cris refused to sit as he addressed the two women.

“I don’t know what part of no the staff of this hospital does not understand, but Mr. Abbott has already told people that we’re not signing a DNR or organ donation forms for Tamsin Mulder. Our next step will be having our attorney file a restraining order, as well as contacting the Sarasota TV station to do a report on how this hospital seems bound and determined to harvest a woman’s organs when she’s not dead yet.”

The doctor’s lips pinched together in a tight line. “Ms. Mulder has on her driver’s license that she’s an organ donor, and in light of—”

Neil pounded his fist on the table. “She’s not fucking dead! What the fuck is wrong with you people?”

Cris didn’t miss a beat. “I’m sure this hospital would love to garner a reputation for trying to market in organs for transplant recipients. I’m sure that’s not a reputation your shareholders would approve of.”

The nurse looked exasperated. “It’s standard procedure to—”

Cris cut her off. “We are not unsympathetic to how many people there are needing transplants. And yes, Tamsin is an organ donor. However. She is registering brain functions, is she not?”

“Yes,” the doctor said, “but—”

“But nothing. Now, we plan on having someone here with her pretty much around the clock. If her condition should drastically decline, then yes, we will get Neil on the phone if he’s not present and it can be discussed at that time. Until then, if any of your staff mentions signing anything other than permission for treatment forms, we will notify our attorney. Is that understood?”

“You’re being extremely unfair in how you’re characterizing this situation,” the doctor said.

“Ask me if I give a shit, lady.” Cris braced his hands on his hips, full-on Dom mode if Neil had ever seen it. “We are in shock and grieving and worried about Tamsin. My wife is a nurse, and trust me, she is someone you absolutely do not want chewing you up one side and down the other about this. We ask that you do your job to treat her and heal her to the best of your abilities without us worrying that there might be more nefarious motives at play.”

The nurse looked like she wanted to take a swipe at Cris herself. “Our staff is highly dedicated. How dare you—”

“How fucking dare you? He said no once. Period. Trying to run an end game around him by asking Dex—who, FYI, is in a lot of misery himself right now—and then asking other family members to overrule Neil is fuckery, pure and simple. At least that’s how it’s appearing to us, and I’m sure our attorney will agree. So prove me wrong, lady, and let’s put this incident behind us, huh? You are taking a situation that’s already a painful tragedy and grinding glass in the wound, whether you mean to or not, and it’s pissing us off.”

If Cris wasn’t taken by Landry and Tilly—and whatever it was they had going on with Bob—Neil would be tempted to blow the man right there, witnesses or not.

The man had deep strength Neil knew he himself might be able to muster in other circumstances, but right now, he felt completely defeated.

Neil gave the doctor full credit for swallowing what he was pretty sure was some rage of her own. She stared at Neil. “You are aware of exactly how poor her prognosis is, correct?”

“She has brain functions. They told me that much. She’s not brain-dead.”

“It’s very likely she might not wake up. It’s extremely possible she’s sustained severe brain damage we can’t identify yet.”

Neil choked back his fear, which was threatening to manifest as the remains of his dinner all over the table. “Possible doesn’t mean definitely. We’ll deal with that if that’s the case when it’s proven.”

“If you wanted to ask me if she were my relative—”

“But she’s not,” Neil said. “And that’s our point. She’s our loved one.” He forced the lump in his throat down. “Tamsin is ours. I’m her best friend and know her better than anyone, even her fiancé. If I thought I wasn’t following her wishes, then I’d be the first one asking for the fucking forms. But if there’s hope, no matter how small, that’s what we’re going to focus on. That’s why she trusted me to be her power of attorney, the same way I trusted her to be mine. And if it was me in that bed, I’d like to think she’d be standing right here having this same damn argument with you about me.”

Except…deep in his heart, he worried if he’d made the right choice or not.

The doctor tried one last time. “In the initial confusion of her being admitted, I’m not sure it was properly explained to you our procedures for organ donation. We are absolutely not trying to rob a live person or let her die. That’s not how this works at all.”

“Fine. Still not signing them. You keep it up, lady, and I’m going to become acquainted with the hospital administrator on a first-name basis. I’m sure me and my attorney crawling up his ass will reflect well upon you and your department.”

Cris patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, but our decision is final. This was handled carelessly and insensitively from the start. You want to blame anyone, blame the ER doctor who backed Neil into a corner. I don’t know if she’s right out of medical school or what, but someone needs to send her to a sensitivity training course.”

Cris guided Neil toward the door, opening it for Neil and following him out. Then he slipped his arm around Neil’s waist, and not a moment too soon.

Neil nearly crumbled, barely able to choke his sobs back until they got out in the waiting room, where Cris seated him in the closest chair and stood in front of him, leaning over, holding him.

June and Bob rushed over.

“What happened?” June asked.

Neil couldn’t answer and let Cris speak for him. “It’s okay. He’s just wrung out. We both kind of channeled Tilly in there. He needs to let it out. But, the good news is we don’t need to test if prison orange is our color…yet.”

June wrapped her arms around both of them as Neil cried in their arms. 


Chapter Nine

 

They moved Dex to a regular room Tuesday afternoon, Dex’s mom doing her level best to keep herself physically between Neil and her son, as if she was afraid he might catch the gay or something.

If it hadn’t been for Loren’s presence to help keep him grounded, Neil suspected he might have gotten himself evicted from the hospital for going off on the older woman.

They were able to stop Dex’s bed in front of Tam’s cubicle so he could look in at her. “My poor baby,” Dex whispered. “My poor, sweet baby.”

Neil noticed Dave Lee had to keep pulling his wife out of the way so Dex could see Tamsin. When Dex started crying and trying to talk to Tamsin, the woman kept interrupting Dex, “comforting” him, getting in his way and blocking his line of sight of Tam.

When someone squeezed Neil’s arm, Neil realized Loren had wrapped hers around his to hold him in place when he’d unconsciously taken a step toward the stupid woman. Meanwhile, the nurse and CNA patiently waiting for Dex to give them the go-ahead to continue kept their mouths shut and looked extremely uncomfortable about Ethel Lee’s behavior, not that he could blame them.

“Mom, would you please go wait in the waiting room until they get me moved?” Dex asked.

Ethel Lee mustered a level of righteous indignation the likes of which Neil had rarely seen outside of catty drag queens. “What?”

“Go. Now.”

“Come on,” Dave said to his wife.

She struggled to get free. “Well, what about them?” She jabbed her finger at Neil and Loren.

“I want Neil and Loren here,” Dex said. “They love Tam. I love you, Mom, but I’m sick of your attitude about Tamsin. So please go. Come up and visit once they get me in the room.”

The man finally led his huffy wife out of the ICU.

Dex motioned for Neil to walk around and stand next to him. Loren released Neil’s arm so he could.

Then, what he did next finished Neil. Dex took Neil’s hand in his, brought it to his lips, and kissed the tips of his fingers. “Please,” Dex whispered. “Give that to Tam for me.”

Neil nodded. “Sure, buddy.” He walked into the cubicle, making sure he stood so Dex could see. The respirator tube in her mouth made it impossible for him to touch his fingers to her lips, but he went for her cheek at the corner of her mouth.

Then he leaned in and kissed her forehead. When he emerged, he kissed Dex’s forehead. “That’s from her.”

The nurse brought a box of tissues for them, and Dex used one to wipe the tears from his eyes. “Thank you. You know I can’t do this without you, right?”

“Yeah, well, I can’t do this without you, either, so we’re even.”

 

* * * *

 

With a full contingent of volunteers to watch over Tamsin and Dex, Neil had returned to work Wednesday, which was for the best.

It kept him away from Dex’s mom.

He’d get up early and stop by the hospital on his way to work. After work, he’d go by Dex’s, fill his car with a load of stuff, then go by the hospital, and then home.

Change clothes, unload the car, back to Dex’s for another load.

Friday, fortunately, Dave and Ethel Lee had to return home due to his job and Dex begging his father to get Ethel out of there before Dex disowned her. Friday evening, Neil headed straight to the hospital after work to find Dex alone in his room, staring at the TV and sobbing.

He rushed to Dex’s side. “What’s wrong?”

Dex pointed at the TV, where The Big Bang Theory was playing, syndicated reruns on a local station out of Tampa.

Tam’s favorite show.

Neil dropped the bed rail on Dex’s right and climbed in to hold him as Dex sobbed.

“June went downstairs to the ICU to check on Tam for me,” he choked out. “She just left before you got here. I started flipping channels.”

“It’s okay, buddy. I’m here. Let it out. No one expects you to keep it in.”

“How do we get her back?” he moaned. “What if she never wakes up?”

“Shh, it’s okay. We take this day by day. We don’t let ourselves think like that. She went through a lot, and they warned us she’ll be in a coma for a while. It’s helping her body heal.”

“I can’t even fucking walk by myself right now. How am I supposed to take care of her?”

“Right now, you let us and the hospital staff take care of her. You need to take care of yourself. I’m here. Our friends are here.” He rested his chin on top of Dex’s head. “We’ll get through this. Have you eaten dinner yet?”

“Yeah.” Neil sat up as Dex reached for a tissue from the box of them sitting on the table over his bed. “June hounded me.” A harsh laugh barked free. “I know she’s Scrye’s slave, but damn. That is a woman I do not want pissed at me. I think she would have crammed it down my throat if I hadn’t eaten it.”

“When do you get back to a regular diet?”

“By next week. At least I got pudding tonight.” He winced and reached down to his left thigh. “And my fucking incision on my leg is itching like a motherfucker. I’d kill for a real damn bath.”

“They didn’t give you one today? I thought that was on the to-do list.”

“I didn’t ask. And I wasn’t about to ask June to do it.”

“I’ll do it. If you’re okay with that.”

 

* * * *

 

Dex stared up at him. “You sure?”

Normally, Dex might question the boundaries of friendship not extending quite that far, despite the fact that Neil had permission to stick his fingers up Tamsin’s cooch.

Except…he felt gross and really wanted a shower and a shave.

“I wouldn’t have offered if I minded.” Neil got out of the bed and removed his blazer, draping it over the back of his chair. “Let’s do that. I bet you’d feel better.” He started rolling up his sleeves. “Not like I haven’t seen you naked before.”

There was that.

Common sense won out. Neil was offering, and no, Neil didn’t offer to do stuff that he didn’t want to do.

“Okay,” Dex said. “Thank you.”

Neil asked the nurse for supplies and advice about what could and couldn’t get wet. She removed Dex’s monitor leads and disconnected the IV for them. Once the men were alone, Neil closed the room door and helped Dex into the wheelchair to push him into the bathroom.

After Dex had used the toilet, Neil helped him into the shower, the bench seat there.

Dex felt shaky, the renewed pain making him weak. He leaned against the wall and held on to one of the handrails. They started with shaving him, Dex closing his eyes and holding still while Neil skillfully took care of that. Then Neil used the handheld shower head and started scrubbing down the scrubbable parts.

When Neil had reached the last, obvious region, he cleared his throat. “How familiar you want me to be with you?”

Dex didn’t open his eyes. “Buddy, I hurt so bad I don’t care. If you don’t mind, I don’t mind.”

 

* * * *

 

Okay, then.

In nearly any other circumstance, Neil would be cracking jokes and loving the hell out of this.

Except this was nearly the worst of circumstances, and his libido had skipped town without leaving a forwarding address.

They got through it, Neil quickly and professionally getting him cleaned up. After shutting the water off, he towel-dried him, gently patting any areas near an incision or dressing.

“Better?”

“Sooo much better, thank you.” Dex still hadn’t opened his eyes.

“How bad’s your pain?”

“On a scale of one-to-ten, about a ninety-four.”

“I’m sorry. Let’s get you back in bed.” He draped the clean hospital gown over him, getting it fastened in the back before helping him transfer from the shower into the chair.

Once Dex was safely back in bed, Neil opened the door and summoned the nurse. She put a new set of monitor leads on him, flushed and reconnected his IV, and brought him his scheduled dose of pain meds.

June returned just after Dex had fallen asleep, and Neil suspected he’d be out for most of the night, between his exhaustion and the meds.

“Hey, you got him shaved,” she whispered.

“Bathed.” Neil didn’t bother rolling his sleeves back down. “How’s Tam?”

She smiled, but it looked sad. “No change. But no bad change, either, so…”

He finally nodded. “Yeah.” The yawn escaped him before he could stop it.

“You go home,” she said. “Doyle and Mevi will be here soon for the early night shift.”

“Mevi’s coming?”

“Yeah. And a special guest, for a little bit.”

“Who?”

“Laurel. They got her into Sorrellson last year. Tamsin is one of her teachers.”

Neil credited exhaustion for forgetting that. “Oh, yeah.”

“She asked me if she could play a couple of songs for Tam and I said yeah. Leo will bring her by. I hope that was okay. I guess the kids and parents are devastated. Everyone loves her there. Some of them have come by to see her this week already, after school.”

Neil had known that, had been told that, but hadn’t really processed it through the avalanche of information he’d been trying to deal with. Tamsin’s ICU cubicle had overflowed with cards and get well gifts from her students, so much so that they’d been moving the overflow up to Dex’s room.

“That’s fine. Maybe it’ll help.”

She hugged him. “You going to go home?”

He nodded, reaching for his blazer, which he draped over his arm. “After I go see her.”

Actually, Mevi and Doyle were already there. He found Doyle and a couple of nurses standing outside Tam’s cubicle, staring through the door. The blinds had been opened, but the door only stood open a few inches so as not to disturb the other patients.

Inside, Mevi sat on the stool next to her bed, his eyes closed as he softly strummed a three-quarter acoustic guitar, instead of the full-sized one Neil was used to seeing him play. He sang a slow ballad Neil knew was one of Tam’s favorite songs.

Neil leaned against Doyle, comforted by the feel of him draping an arm around him.

“Thanks for letting him do this. This really hit him hard. He was out of town last weekend with concerts and couldn’t fly back to be here for you guys.”

“June said Laurel’s coming?”

“Yeah. Leo said Laurel’s been practicing all week for this.”

One of the nurses turned to Neil. “You know Mevi Maynard?”

At least one small spot of humor in all this. “Yeah. He’s part of our extended family of friends.”

The other nurse standing there, an older woman, slowly shook her head. “I don’t know who you people are, but I recognize some of you. Every time something happens, y’all are like an army of love. How does one go getting adopted into your group, anyway?”

He could see Doyle was trying really hard not to laugh as he met Neil’s gaze. Fortunately for Neil, Doyle answered her. “We’re just really good friends.”

That’s when Leo and Laurel showed up, which both spared them any more questions, as well as explained why Mevi had brought the smaller guitar.

“Thank you for letting me play for her,” Laurel whispered to Neil after hugging him. “We all miss Miss Tam.”

“Thanks for coming, sweetheart.”

Once Mevi finished the song, Laurel walked in and he switched places with her, handing her the guitar and adjusting the shoulder strap for her.

Leo stepped in and flanked Neil. “How you holding up?”

“I’m…numb.”

Laurel put a capo on the neck and started expertly strumming. While it was in a different key than he was used to hearing, Neil recognized a favorite of Tam’s, one of Mevi’s songs. Having a rock star for a friend came in handy when Tamsin would occasionally bring him in unannounced as a special guest to class, so her students could hear first-hand from a professional why music theory was important.

Laurel’s voice sounded clear and sweet, bringing a totally different, more melancholy component to the ballad than Neil had ever thought about before. He didn’t even realize he was crying until one of the nurses reached over with a handful of tissues for him.

Mevi stood there with her, singing soft harmony to Laurel’s lead, not overshadowing her.

It broke Neil’s heart. This was exactly the kind of thing that would have had Tam crying the good kind of tears, watching a student excel, loving music, putting her heart and soul into her song, especially a student so young.

It was one of the things Neil desperately loved about Tam, even though when she’d first moved in, he hadn’t known anything about music other than singing along with his favorite songs.

Music was her passion, next to her relationships with Dex and him.

When they finished that song, Laurel said something to Mevi, but her voice was so low they couldn’t hear her. By now, there were several more nurses, CNAs, a couple of residents, and even some patients’ family members gathered in the hallway around the door and watching. One of the nurses nudged the door open a little wider so people could hear better.

If Neil hadn’t felt so emotionally raw, he knew he would have been wearing a similarly gobsmacked expression as the rest of the spectators when Laurel started fingerpicking Blackbird, singing while Mevi once again picked up the harmony.

And it spoke volumes to Mevi’s character that he was happy to back-up a little girl and let her have the spotlight, such as it was.

When they finished that one, she looked to Leo. “Can I sing one more, Daddy?”

He first glanced to Neil, who nodded. “Sure, sweetheart.”

She adjusted the capo and took a test strum before she started playing Jimmy Buffett’s “Changes in Latitude, Changes in Attitude”, making everyone smile as they recognized the song.

Another of Tam’s favorites, one she’d played plenty of times at the family-friendly Suncoast Society backyard cookouts. Laurel would always sing along with her, too.

Leo leaned in. “I gave her permission to swear for this. Saying ‘son of a witches’ just sounds weird.”

Neil managed an amused, albeit tearful snort.

He also had the feeling that, when Laurel finished, everyone watching wouldn’t mind her playing a few more songs, but Leo motioned her out with a crooked finger. Mevi took the guitar from her, and then Laurel rose up on her toes to kiss her hand and touch it to Tam’s cheek.

She emerged from the cubicle and threw her arms around Neil in a hug. “Thank you.” She sniffled, and as Leo scooped her into his arms, Neil realized she was now crying.

More tissues were handed out, and Leo touched her nose. “The bag.”

“Oh. Thank you, Daddy.” She slipped it off Leo’s arm and handed it to Neil. “These are from us at school.”

The cloth grocery bag was filled with dozens of handmade cards.

“Thank you, sweetheart. We might have to take it to Dex’s room for safekeeping though.”

She nodded. “It’s small in there. I remember Daddy’s accident. He had to be here, too. Not here-here, here like here. An ICU.”

Once they’d left, Neil walked in to kiss Tamsin’s forehead, but he knew he needed to go home. He felt close to physical, as well as mental and emotional collapse.

He turned to where Mevi still held his guitar. “Thank you both for this. It means a lot to me.”

“Is it okay if we hang out for a while?” Mevi asked.

“Absolutely. I…I need to go home and collapse.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Doyle said.

Neil nodded and they headed out of the unit. Behind them, he heard Mevi strum the guitar.

Doyle waited until they were at Neil’s car to say it. “It’s okay to break down. No one expects you to be a rock. That’s why we’re here.”

“I need to be strong for Dex right now.”

“You need to be you.” Doyle sighed. “I think Tilly’s about ready to divorce Landry for not giving her hourly updates. She’s stuck overseas for a couple of months yet. She said to give you her love and hugs, though.” He opened his arms to Neil.

He gladly went to him, finally breaking down. “I don’t know what I’m going to do if she doesn’t wake up. She’s my baby brat, my best friend.”

“Don’t lose hope yet. It’s still early. She’s strong, and she’s stubborn. Look how hard her body’s been fighting so far. Let’s take it one day at a time, but you have to lean on us. You don’t have to pretend to be strong for any of us, not even for Dex.”

It took Neil a few minutes to pull himself together. Once he did, he finally got in the car to head home. That was a special kind of torture, though, because…

Everywhere. Tam—and even Dex—were everywhere he looked in the house. Dex’s dirty laundry in her bathroom hamper. His sneakers mixed into the pile of Neil’s shoes, and Tamsin’s, by the front door.

His favorite beer in the fridge.

That was beyond the growing pile of items in the spare bedroom. In light of the current circumstances, the management company had decided to let Dex out of his lease and return his deposit. They had two weeks to finish clearing out the apartment. Neil had left a large stack of moving boxes there.

His plan was to go over early in the morning, pack until he ran out of boxes, and then go buy more boxes before heading to the hospital. He figured he should be able to finish packing by Sunday, then that would give him a week to line up a moving party.

For tonight…he stood in front of the open fridge, staring, trying to figure out what he wanted to eat. He knew he needed to eat, but he wasn’t hungry.

Normally, Tam or Dex cooked. They always had leftovers.

Not now.

He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d gone grocery shopping.

Closing the fridge, he stood there with his head resting against the door, his hand on Tam’s day collar around his neck, and cried. 


Chapter Ten

 

Fourteen days after he’d been wheeled into the ER, Dex was discharged from the hospital. Dex had called Neil at work late Friday afternoon to let him know, so Neil had gone straight there instead of stopping by home first.

Dex had a wheelchair, a walker, and in a few weeks could start using crutches. For now, because of his healing internal injuries, they wanted him to take it easy and not risk hurting himself.

First, Neil wheeled Dex downstairs to Tam’s bed in the ICU, where Leah was sitting with her. Dex had been able to visit Tam nearly every day this past week, as long as someone went with him and pushed his wheelchair.

Now the schedule of friends coming to the hospital could be pared down, since only Tamsin was there.

Several friends had offered to help Neil get Dex home, but both men had gently refused, preferring if someone had the free time that they take a turn sitting with Tamsin.

Plus the two of them agreed they needed decompression time.

Alone time.

Neil had talked to Tilly several times, as her schedule allowed, crying on her virtual shoulder and seeking her advice.

When he’d started ranting one time, while alone at home and on the phone with her, she’d let him scream and cry and sob until he’d eventually gotten it out of his system for a few minutes. When he’d finally calmed down, her gentle voice pierced through his brain.

“Sweetie, sometimes really bad things happen to really good people. It sucks, and it’s horrible, and it’s not fair. But it happens, and the world turns, and we can only deal with what is, not what we wish was. I wish I could be there for you in person. But if you waste energy and time on the bargaining and anger stages of your grief over her, it takes away from energy you need to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Be angry, but stay focused. They need you now. You can do this.”

He didn’t feel like he could do it. “I want to turn in my adult card now, please.”

She’d chuckled. “There have been plenty of times I’ve wanted to do that. Just keep leaning on everyone there. Don’t try to do this alone.”

That past Wednesday afternoon, an army of friends had descended on Dex’s apartment with June and Loren leading the charge. Three hours later, the apartment was empty, clean, and the keys had been turned in to the office. The women had also helped get Dex’s room put together, the moving crew swapping his bedroom furniture out for the guest room furniture and arranging the rest in the garage so Neil could find anything Dex might need.

One less worry off the two men’s plates.

Tamsin’s condition was still listed as critical, but she was stable. The swelling in her brain had decreased and doctors were talking about doing the operation to replace the section of her skull next week.

She was still in a medically induced coma, and would be for a while. They’d surgically installed a feeding tube in her abdomen, and she was being seen by physical therapists every day. Neil made sure anyone sitting with her knew how to do the exercises on her feet and hands, hoping they might be able to stave off any problems.

Not willing to think about long-term, about months ahead, if her condition didn’t…change.

Improve.

At the house, Neil got Dex’s wheelchair out of the trunk and held it secure for him to make the transfer. Then he gently bumped him up onto the porch and over the front door sill.

As he closed the door behind them, he heard a choked sob from Dex.

When he turned, he saw Dex staring into the living room.

At Tamsin’s corner. Guitars, mandolin, banjo, violin, keyboard, ukulele—and more. That was where she sat and played when home.

“I know,” Neil softly said, resting his hands on Dex’s shoulders.

“It’s so much worse here.” His voice sounded thick, hoarse. “I can’t…pretend. I can’t think she’s okay, that she’ll be okay, when she’s not here.”

“I know.”

Dex reached up with his right hand and squeezed Neil’s. “Thank you.”

“You’re family. Period. Part one is handled—getting you home. Part two is getting her home.”

“Are we really going to be able to bring her home?”

Neil struggled not to cry. “They said she’ll go to a rehab center once they do the next operation, she’s healed from that, and she’s stable. Once she can be weaned off the vent after her next surgery, then yes. You heard them, they can do home care. We’ll have nurses come take care of her, and we’ll know she’s getting the best care.”

Between Tamsin’s insurance, the long-term disability insurance she’d carried thanks to Neil begging her to think about her future, and the other driver’s employer’s insurance—since he’d been on the clock when he’d hit them—there was money for it. Plus Neil, with Ed’s help, was going to file for Medicaid for her. Right now, she was completely disabled. That would hopefully fill in any gaps in coverage.

And the lawsuit would help.

“Home care will be cheaper for them, anyway,” Neil said. “They’ll want to pay for that versus a bed in an institution. Beancounters can track the money easier, too.”

He’d already started pricing out lift vans, hospital beds.

The bathroom renovation.

He refused to think in terms of anything other than she would come home. Might be several months, but they’d make it happen.

Somehow.

Neil personally couldn’t stand the thought of Tamsin being warehoused in some nursing home, no matter how nice a facility it might be. He wanted people who cared about her to care for her.

Ed had filed an emergency motion to give Neil full custody of Tamsin so Neil could access her bank accounts and handle other things beyond her health care issues. Since it was going before Judge Pat Donnelly, a deeply closeted member of the Suncoast Society, Ed had all but guaranteed Neil it would happen.

“Do you want to see your room?” Neil asked Dex.

He nodded.

Neil pushed him, relieved that while there was less than an inch to spare, the wheelchair did fit through the door.

Dex looked around. “This is great, thank you. Where’s your furniture?”

“Garage. If you want to redo your clothes in the drawers or closet, do not do it yourself. Get me, okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You can either use the pool bath for the toilet, or we can put your walker in the hall bath, but your wheelchair won’t fit through the door. I’m afraid of you hurting yourself. Or you can use my bathroom. We’ll have to bathe you there anyway. I already put the shower chair in there.”

“Shower chair?”

“I’ve been shopping.” He walked around Dex and sat on the end of his bed. “I know you’re an independent kind of guy. I get it. So am I. But let me help you. Don’t be a hero. Please frame everything in terms of we have to get you back to one hundred percent as soon as possible, which means taking it easy right now. June said starting tomorrow, she’ll have people able to come here during the day, if you want them to. Who can take you back and forth to the hospital during the week to visit Tam.”

Dex looked down at his lap, where his hands lay. Neil spotted his tears as he silently nodded.

“Can I get you anything?” Neil quietly asked.

Dex shook his head.

“Did you want to be alone for a little while?”

Dex nodded.

Neil pulled the door mostly closed behind him and headed to his own bedroom to change. For tonight, they wouldn’t go back to the hospital. Dex needed to settle in, absorb.

Release the pent-up emotions he’d so tightly held on to the past couple of weeks.

As Neil passed his bedroom door on his way to the kitchen, he heard Dex softly crying inside and hesitated, wondering if he should intrude.

Finally, he kept walking. He’d get dinner started and check on him then.

Except a few minutes later, Dex joined him in the kitchen, eyes red and puffy, but Neil didn’t mention that.

Somehow, they’d make it through this. Together.

As Neil got their dinners on the table and Dex slowly wheeled himself over, he looked up at Neil. “Thank you. For everything.”

Neil patted his shoulder. “We can do this. We’re a team. Team Tamsin. If we lean on each other, we can and will do this.”

Dex nodded.

 

* * * *

 

Some days were easier than others. Dex knew that getting himself fully healed so he could return to work and participate fully in Tamsin’s care was a priority, but at least he used his time off to spend as much time at Tamsin’s side as he could.

Once he could drive again and was able to get around with crutches, he was spending every possible moment with Tamsin and didn’t need friends to stay with him at the house during the day.

Tamsin came through the second operation fine. After four days, they decided to wean her off the ventilator. The doctors went out of their way to caution the men that she might not be able to breathe on her own, to not get their hopes up when they brought her out of the medically induced coma.

Yet, after several hours of slowly stepping her down, she was soon breathing on her own. And while she’d opened her eyes and blinked, she didn’t really…respond. Although sometimes during the following days she would turn her head when Neil or Dex spoke to her, twice squeezing Neil’s hand on command.

Except they couldn’t get her to reproduce the motions with any degree of accuracy.

Fifty-two days after being rushed into the Proctor-Collins ER on an ambulance gurney while fighting for her life, Tamsin was wheeled out of the hospital and into a private ambulance for the transfer to the rehab center.

Neil drove and followed them while Dex rode in the ambulance with her.

Fortunately, Dex didn’t remember very much about his own ambulance ride that night. He’d been in too much pain and too worried about Tamsin, then had been rushed into surgery almost immediately upon arrival at the hospital.

Today, Tamsin’s eyes were open and she stared into space. He tried to mentally will her to look out the window, or at him. Anything. To respond to something.

Dex had spent many nights sitting up with her and trying to get her to look his way, or blink, or squeeze his hand.

Sometimes she did, just enough to get his hopes up before he couldn’t get her to reproduce whatever she’d done.

She’d been classified as being in a “minimally conscious state,” even though she clocked in at the lowest end of it. Dex strongly suspected that was due in no small part to him and Neil heavily petitioning the doctors to take every tiny and questionable response and movement she made into account.

The staff no doubt wanted her out of their hospital so they could be rid of Dex, Neil, and the endless parade of devoted friends who would sit with Tamsin and faithfully report every little thing they noticed. Dex had even started keeping a spiral notebook and pen at her bedside for anyone to note those kinds of movements and responses.

She didn’t need a ventilator. She responded to pain. If her lips were touched with a moistened swab, she’d lick them and try to swallow.

They wouldn’t try her with food, though, or full mouthfuls of liquid, out of fear she might aspirate them. She had the feeding tube for hydration and nutrition.

Once they had her settled in at the rehab facility, the schedule of visitation would start all over again.

As would a new cycle of the two men trying to keep their hopes alive that she would come home to them in some way resembling their old Tamsin.

At this point, Dex would be happy just to have her home with them, period. As long as she was alive, that’s all he cared about.

 

* * * *

 

Neil stared at the wall of clear, heavy plastic sheeting draped over the entryway to what had been his pool bath. Still was his pool bath, but now it was also an active construction zone.

He’d moved Tam’s guitars, keyboard, and other instruments from the living room to her bedroom for now to protect them from dust and from possibly being damaged during the construction process.

Seth was supervising the modifications.

Work had ended for the day, but already Neil could see how quickly this was coming together. He hadn’t waited for the insurance to approve it and decided to finance it himself despite Dex’s objections to him shouldering the cost alone.

Neil didn’t care.

They’d put in a roll-in shower with a wet floor, handrails and other safety features for when Tamsin could manage on her own, as well as an overhead lift system to transfer her from bed to the bathroom without killing their backs. 

It also meant less chance of accidentally dropping her and injuring her. The toilet was new, a taller one, with safety rails. Just in case…

Just in case.

She’d been in the rehab facility for almost five weeks. It felt more like a year than just a little over three months since the accident. There’d been tiny improvements in her condition since her transfer to the rehab facility, but no gigantic, magic a-ha moment that would give them an abundance of hope.

Neil heard Dex’s car in the driveway but didn’t move when the man walked in.

“Hey.” Dex closed the front door behind him.

“Hey.”

Dex walked over. “Wow. They’re really making progress.”

“Yeah. Seth said we’ll be ready for the final inspection on Tuesday.”

Dex laid a hand on Neil’s shoulder. “You know she’s going to kick your ass for spending this much money on her, right?”

Neil caught the teasing tone in Dex’s voice and forced a smile for his friend. “I hope so. I’ll gladly take an ass chewing or an ass kicking from her.”

Dex squeezed his shoulder but didn’t move his hand. “Want me to cook dinner tonight?”

“Please.” Neil sighed. “How is our girl?”

“They got her hand and feet splints in today. And when we were watching The Big Bang Theory, she turned toward the TV when it came on. Leah told me she did that for her yesterday, too.”

They’d cut down on the night visitors, especially since Tamsin seemed to be settling into a somewhat normal circadian rhythm, eyes mostly open during the day, and closed at night, indicating sleep. Now if someone visited at night, it was usually Dex or Neil.

Neil knew Dex worried about him, about having really high hopes and pinning a recovery on the goalpost of bringing her home.

He wasn’t an idiot. He knew the odds were slowly turning against their favor, but he was far from giving up.

If nothing else, having Tamsin home meant one huge worry off his plate. The facility she was in was a good one, and he’d had Ed check them out thoroughly. They were on the pricey side, Neil digging into his own savings to pick up some extra expenses not yet covered by insurance or Medicaid.

Except she wasn’t home.

Control freak? Absolutely.

He’d freely admit it.

He wanted their baby brat with them.

He knew Dex wanted to say something else and waited him out. Neil was all talked out today from an exhausting series of client appointments that had left him barely able to keep a professional façade in place.

Dex squeezed his shoulder again before releasing him. “I’m not sure what to say to make you feel better.”

 

* * * *

 

Dex worried about Neil. He’d lost several pounds and was starting to look a little gaunt around his cheeks. Dex knew Neil wasn’t sleeping well, because there were many times he awakened before dawn and when he went to use the bathroom, stopping by the front windows to take a look out them showed Neil’s car gone.

“You don’t have to try to make me feel better,” Neil quietly said. “I know you’re dealing with this the best you can.”

“But we’re a team. That’s what you said. We’re in this together. I need you to let me in. You took care of me. Now it’s time to let me take care of you.”

Especially since Dex couldn’t return to work yet. The doctors said it’d be several weeks at the earliest before they’d even think about clearing him. Even then, he might be on light duty for a while.

So he’d taken over all the house chores, easing Neil’s burden as much as possible.

It broke his heart when he spotted the tears in Neil’s blue eyes. “I just want her home,” he whispered.

Dex engulfed him in a hug. “I know, buddy. Me, too. We’ll get her home, but if you kill yourself in the process, how’s that going to help anyone?”

“Am I doing the right thing? Did I do right by her?”

“Absolutely you did. Do you think I would have gone along with something I didn’t think was right?” Not that he could have done much about it except protest. Neil was the final authority, legally, on Tamsin’s care.

Except…Neil had asked Dex every step of the way, refusing to proceed unless they were in full agreement. So far, they had been.

On everything.

“Promise me you’ll stop me if I fuck up.”

“I will. Absolutely. Look, go get your shower. I’ll bring you a beer and get dinner started.”

“I wanted to go see her tonight.”

“You were there at damn daybreak,” Dex finally said. “Don’t think I don’t know that. Now, you need to relax. You haven’t missed a day visiting her in over two weeks, and I was there most of today. Okay? I’m going to go Dom on your ass if you don’t relax and take tonight off.”

Dex held his breath, waiting.

Neil finally let out a tearful chuckle before ending their hug so he could wipe at his eyes. “Okay. Deal.”

“Go on. I’ll bring the beer in to you.”

“Thanks.” Neil leaned in and pecked him on the cheek, then froze. “I—”

“It’s okay, you big goofball.” Dex made a big deal about grabbing Neil by the head and planting one on his lips, finally dragging a smile out of the other man. “There. We’re even.”

Neil’s blue eyes searched his. “You trying to seduce me, Princess?”

Now it was Dex’s turn to nearly start crying. Neil hadn’t called him that since…before.

“Don’t tempt me too much, buddy. Remember, you are my hall-pass fuck. Now go get your shower.” He smacked Neil hard on the ass before heading for the kitchen, relieved to hear the other man’s laughter following him.

Crisis averted.

 

* * * *

 

The next Thursday afternoon, Neil sat and listened as Dex handled the talking. He wasn’t exactly a car guy. Dex knew more about that than he did. The van they were looking at buying from the company who specialized in modified vehicles was used, but low mileage and in good condition. With a raised roof, it would be more comfortable for them while getting Tamsin’s custom wheelchair loaded and unloaded.

The bathroom renovation was complete. Buying their own van was the last step for Neil to feel really comfortable getting Tamsin home. Yes, they could call an ambulance transport to pick her up for appointments, but then they were at someone else’s mercy.

What if he and Dex decided they wanted to take her somewhere? Like the beach?

They needed their own way to transport her.

Neil wanted to make sure they could completely take care of her. They had the nursing staff lined up through the home health care company. They had a hospital bed and all the medical equipment they’d need for her ready to deliver next week.

Neil desperately tried not to think in terms of her improving enough to be independent, because there wasn’t yet any evidence of that.

But he had hope.

Lots of hope.

It was about all he had.

Once the paperwork was completed—after Dex had managed to haggle the price down a little—they headed home with Dex driving the van. As exhausted as Neil felt, he didn’t want to tackle learning how to drive it that late in the day. He was used to driving a car, not a big vehicle.

Thankfully, Dex had not only not given him any grief about it, he’d promised to take Neil out that weekend and teach him how to drive it.

They were on track to bring Tamsin home next Wednesday, as long as nothing changed in the interim.

Her doctors and care providers had all signed off on it, the home health care company had added her as a client, and now they just needed to get the equipment delivered.

Neil and Dex had already rearranged the living room to fit her bed.

She would come…home.

Neil didn’t want to get his hopes up too much until they wheeled her through the door. There could still be an insurance snafu or something that held up her discharge from the rehab center.

When they parked in the driveway, Neil spotted a tree branch he’d need to have trimmed to make more room to turn the van around. As he stood there, staring up at it, Dex walked over.

“What’s wrong?”

He pointed up.

“Oh, I can get that.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Sure I can. I can bring out the ladder and—”

“No!” Neil didn’t realize he’d nearly screamed it until he saw Dex’s eyebrow arch.

Dex stepped in front of him, cradling his face in his hands and staring him in the eyes. “Listen to me,” Dex quietly said. “You listening?”

Neil nodded.

“I’m not fragile. I’ll be going back to work soon. Getting on a ladder won’t kill me, I promise. I’ll be doing that at work anyway.”

Neil swallowed but didn’t say anything. In a way, he felt terrified for Dex to go back to work.

“I can’t do this without you.”

“I know you can’t, buddy. I’m not going anywhere. But maybe you need to talk to Doyle. You haven’t talked to him in a couple of weeks, have you?”

“No.”

Dex pulled him in and kissed his forehead. They’d kind of fallen into the habit of doing that over the past couple of days. “Please, for me? Talk to Doyle.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you. Now let’s go inside and make dinner.”

As Neil followed Dex inside, it struck him how…normal this new reality felt in some ways. How…familiar.

There were bright spots, like this.

It’ll be so much better when she’s home with us. 


Chapter Eleven

 

Neil had taken three days off ahead of the weekend to give him five days home with Tamsin. He wanted to be there to bring her home and make sure everything was perfect. Plus, he’d have time to rectify any issues without being jammed up against a weekend and people not being in their offices to fix things that might go awry.

Their first day nurse, Martina, parked her car at their house and rode with them to the rehab facility in the van. Neil drove them. He knew he’d have to get used to driving the large van, but he still wasn’t comfortable doing it despite Dex patiently working with him. Today wasn’t the first time he’d driven it, but he felt far more nervous now.

Because they were getting Tamsin.

Bringing her home, where she belonged.

With them.

“You’ve got this, buddy,” Dex gently said when Neil had pulled to a stop for a red light and wiped his palms on his jeans. “You’re doing great.”

“I’m scared.”

“You’re fine.”

“I’m scared about bringing her home.” Neil looked at him. “What if we screw this up?”

“We’re not going to screw this up. We’ve got a plan in place, we’ve got a great team of nurses, we have the house set up. Plus, she’ll be with us. We’ll see her all the time. We’ll know she’s getting good care. You and I will finally be able to get a good night’s sleep not worrying about her. It’ll be less stressful on us, because we can walk ten feet and sit down with her.”

Neil wasn’t only worried about her, but about Dex, too. “You can’t do too much and hurt yourself again.”

“My leg’s okay. I can walk on it now.”

“Your back. You need to heal up so you can go back to work.”

“I’ll be going back to work in a couple of weeks.” He laid a hand on Neil’s arm. “We talked about this. We’ve got this. We have everything we need for her. We have the lift system, her wheelchair, the bed—everything.”

Neil nodded and slowly let up on the brake as the light turned green. “And we’re in agreement that when we’re around her, we always talk like she can hear every word. Make sure that everyone around her knows that. Right?”

“Absolutely.”

It took them a couple of hours to go through everything with the staff and nurses at the rehab facility, process the discharge paperwork, prescriptions, get doctor appointments scheduled, arrange the home therapy schedule—it was a dizzying amount of information to process. Thankfully they had Martina with them to help, and Dexter had the presence of mind when he was discharged from the hospital to start a binder for all of Tamsin’s information.

It became their bible for taking care of her.

Neil let Dex take charge of that part, now doubting himself, barely able to process everything. Had he messed up? He could have told the doctor in the ER about her DNR. Dex knew she had one and never questioned Neil about it. Hell, Ed had been sitting right there with him in that consult room that first night when the doctor tried to get him to sign the organ donor paperwork.

And Ed hadn’t stopped him when he ripped up the papers, either.

Had he sentenced his best friend to an imprisoned life he knew she didn’t want?

Or was he being ableist and overthinking this and had absolutely done the right thing asking for everything to be done to save her life?

Water under the bridge now. He knew he needed to stop obsessing over it. She was alive, and she was coming home, to them.

I’m so sorry, baby. I made the best decision I could. I couldn’t bear to let you go. Especially not like this.

 

* * * *

 

Dex knew the side of Neil that most people saw was the thorough, put-together expert full of self-confidence that never swayed into arrogance.

Only he—and Tamsin—ever saw the raging anxiety that sometimes overcame the man. Not to a clinical level, but in situations like this where Neil doubted himself and sailed in uncharted territories.

Dex got it. He felt scared, too, but everything told Dex this was the right decision.

Tam wouldn’t want to be in a rehab facility. She would want to be home, with them.

Her home.

He also knew Neil didn’t want to contemplate the quietly looming certainty most of Tamsin’s care providers had increasingly talked about, that this was the best she’d ever be again in her life.

As far as Neil was concerned, it wasn’t a matter of if she’d wake up, but when.

Dex didn’t have the heart to go there with Neil. Not to mention he barely had the emotional strength he needed to get himself through every day, much less prop Neil up sometimes.

It was better not to talk about it. At some point, Neil would be ready to talk. When he was, Dex would be there, ready to listen, and together they could try to deal with grieving and learning to focus on what was instead of what they wanted to be.

Neil still wore her day collar around his own neck, even though he’d given Dex her engagement ring once Dex had come home.

Dex didn’t begrudge him that. If it brought Neil some comfort, he was welcomed to it. He knew Tamsin wouldn’t mind Neil wearing it.

Today, Tamsin was dressed in a soft jersey-knit sundress Dex had brought for her, one of her favorite “loafing” dresses, as she’d always called it.

Something comfortable.

Her eyes were open as they got her changed, but she didn’t really respond to them. She turned her head a couple of times, but not because of what they said or did.

She was stuck in her own world.

Dex hoped she wasn’t scared or lonely there. That she could, at the very least, sense how much they loved her and wanted her with them.

Her custom wheelchair was actually more like a stroller and tilted to allow them to help prevent pressure sores. Martina helped the men transfer her and get her secured with the harness.

Dex wanted to grab the handles and run out of there with her, still not quite able to believe she was coming home with them.

Finally, they had her wheelchair on the van’s lift, rolled inside, and were getting it secured to the tie-downs in the van.

Martina was out of earshot when Dex mumbled into Neil’s ear, “At least we can tie Tam down like this.”

Neil froze, then burst out laughing.

Tam’s head turned, eyes open, but more looking through them than at them.

Dex leaned in. “Tam? Baby?” He knelt down to look directly into her eyes. As always when they had a response like that, they paused, waiting, trying to elicit a repeat.

Finally, after ten minutes, Neil sighed. “Let’s get her home. Maybe that will help.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil knew he shouldn’t get his hopes up every time she so much as blinked when one of them said something, but that had sure seemed like a response.

At least with Tamsin home, and a dedicated caretaker looking after her twenty-four-seven, it would give them a chance to really work with her.

Neil and Dex would also finally have privacy to talk to her in a way they couldn’t with lots of nurses and staff always around.

That drive home was the longest of Neil’s life. Dex made him drive, something Neil loved and hated him for at the same time.

Finally, they pulled into their driveway and Neil was able to relax. It was only twenty minutes later, once they had Tamsin inside, in the living room, that Neil could believe she was actually there.

Home.

He collapsed onto the sofa and watched Dex softly talking to her.

When Martina gently touched Neil’s shoulder, he looked up and saw she was holding a box of tissues for him.

That’s when he realized he was crying.

“Thanks.” He took one, then another.

She sat next to him. “It’s okay. This is a normal reaction. You’ve both been through a lot. She’s been through a lot. Now you have a chance to finally breathe.”

Later that night, Neil walked out to the kitchen to get a drink of water and found Dex sound asleep in the hospital bed with Tamsin, her body tucked against his side.

In a way he’d seen them together countless times before, on the couch, or even in her bed when they’d left the door open while playing, or after.

Angela, their night nurse, smiled and walked over to talk to him.

“He asked if it was okay if he did that, and I said of course. I think he was asleep before his head hit the pillow.”

Neil nodded. “I know how he feels.”

Except, right now, Neil wasn’t exactly sure how he felt. Grateful that Tamsin was home—absolutely.

Envious that Dex was curled up with her like that? In a way Neil had frequently curled up with her to watch TV?

Maybe just a little.

Jealous that he couldn’t be curled up in Dex’s arms?

He’d be lying if he denied it. Didn’t mean he was proud of feeling that way, but sometimes he wished their world was slightly different.

Except that kind of thinking only invited additional heartache he didn’t need.

Just like trying to pretend that they’d get their old Tamsin back would only lead him to heartbreak.

He loved her, as she was, right now. He always would.

Even as they did everything they could to take care of her, the endless list of possible ways they could lose her never stopped scrolling through Neil’s brain.

Pneumonia…flu…UTI…sepsis from a pressure sore…cancer…

Or any other number of conditions, both “normal” and common to people who were disabled and not mobile.

A couple of hours later, Neil was lying awake in bed when he heard Dex’s bedroom door close. Before he could think about it, he got up and, after pulling on shorts and a T-shirt, walked out to the living room.

Angela was watching TV and offered him a smile and a nod.

Tamsin lay alone in bed, on her side, eyes closed.

Neil walked around to the other side, lowered the side rail, and curled up next to Tamsin, holding her in his arms.

That’s where he cried himself to sleep.

 

* * * *

 

Neil felt disoriented when he awakened, but immediately realized he was still in bed with Tamsin.

He carefully climbed out, Angela helping him turn Tamsin onto her other side and propping her in position with special foam pillows. The cable box showed it was nearly five in the morning, but honestly, that had been the longest stretch of sleep he’d had since this whole nightmare began.

Making his way back to his own room, he curled his body around a pillow and desperately prayed to go back to sleep with her scent clinging to his T-shirt like a long-lost dream.


Chapter Twelve

 

The next several days seemed to pass too fast. Having Tamsin home meant Neil could finally sleep without worrying about her safety.

If she was being cared for.

Without worry some predator might slip through and molest or rape her.

Sunday, he wasn’t looking forward to going back to work the next day, but even he knew he couldn’t delay the inevitable. Tamsin was now only a twenty-minute drive from work, and he could come straight home to be with her.

He trusted their nursing staff.

Plus, for now, Dex would also be home.

Once they finished dinner and their night nurse, Karyn, supervised them giving Tamsin her evening nutrition and hydration, Neil grabbed his work laptop and settled in on the couch to play catch-up. That was the only bad thing about taking several days off, Neil knew he’d need to stay on top of communications or he might have a huge-ass logjam when he returned to work tomorrow.

He was barely registering Dex’s voice as he sat next to Tamsin’s bed and talked to her. Karyn had settled in with her Kindle, her phone’s timer set for thirty minutes, when she’d check Tamsin’s vitals and reposition her.

The TV was turned on but not a distraction. Neil busied himself answering e-mails when he realized Dex had stood and walked to the kitchen, where Neil heard him rummaging around in cabinets.

The clink of bottles meant he was in the liquor cabinet.

The sound of ice cubes dropping into a glass.

Dex didn’t return for nearly fifteen minutes. When he did, he stood next to Tamsin’s bed instead of sitting.

In his hand, a glass with ice and an amber liquid.

Neil pretended to be working, but his full focus now lay on Dex.

That had been something he’d kept an eye on over the past several weeks, making sure Dex wasn’t secretly self-medicating with alcohol. He never had in the past, but everything that had been dumped on them would drive stronger men than either one of them to drink.

Tonight, however, Neil sensed something…broken about the man. Where getting Tamsin home had re-energized Neil and filled him with hope, Dex had subtly changed.

Neil couldn’t put his finger on it.

Dex headed outside to the lanai with the glass. When Neil looked, Dex had shoved his shorts off, dropped his T-shirt onto the pile of clothes, and jumped into the pool bare-ass. He was now doing laps.

Maybe that was the best thing for him, to burn off some pain and rebuild his physical strength at the same time. He’d spent plenty of hours in the pool, once he’d been cleared to, for physical therapy and exercise.

Dex also used it to help burn off his grief and anger, much in the way Neil punished himself mentally by lying awake at night and running through all his failings.

Neil returned to the sofa and resumed working. When the timer went off, Karyn checked Tamsin’s vitals and repositioned her.

Now Tamsin lay facing the couch. Right now, her eyes were closed, even though they’d been open earlier. He’d forced himself not to think in terms of involuntary movements and reflexive responses, and instead tried to think in terms of how she was keeping her eyes open more during the evenings.

He’d take any sign, even the tiniest one, of improvement.

He had to.

It was that, or hate himself for his choices.

She had to get better, at least somewhat.

Had to.

He’d even own the selfishness that he wanted his baby brat back, if nothing else just to curl up with her on the couch and watch TV together. Even if she could never again play the way they used to, not even for Dex’s sake, but his own.

To prove that he’d made the right call.

That he’d done the right thing.

That he hadn’t let her down.

That he hadn’t broken his promise to her to protect her.

Any little sign meant he hadn’t utterly fucked up in his own selfish need to not let her go and in the process harmed the one person in the world he would always put before himself, because he loved her.

About an hour later, Neil had finished with his e-mail when Dex returned from the lanai. He’d apparently dried off with a towel out there and sat, long enough his hair had dried.

The glass was empty, most of the ice also melted. He took the glass into the kitchen and Neil heard him dump the ice in the sink and then put the glass in the dishwasher.

Dex returned to the living room to stand by Tamsin’s bed, staring down at her.

“We hadn’t even set the wedding date yet,” he hoarsely said. Neil wasn’t sure who Dex was talking to, at first, because he was looking down at Tamsin, his gaze fixed on her face.

Karyn finally answered him. “I’m so sorry, Dexter.” She must have sensed his mood, because she stood and walked over to his side. “You did the right thing to bring her home. You two have the resources to take care of her. She’s very lucky.”

“Not lucky enough, apparently. Her whole damn life she had to swim upstream. Father left her mother hung out to dry. Mother died while Tam was in college.” His harsh laugh sounded bitter, dry. “Bless her heart, she couldn’t keep four good tires on her car for more than a month or two at a time without hitting a curb or running over something. Neil and I were always on her case to be more careful. Now she’s never going to drive again. She’s never going to get to play music, or teach.”

Neil shoved back his rage and stood, walking up behind him. He wanted to bitch-slap Dex, and would have if Karyn hadn’t been standing right there. He wasn’t sure if Dex was drunk or mired in self-pity, or being a massive, raging asshole.

He didn’t care.

He didn’t give a shit about Dex’s feelings at that moment, friend or not.

Instead, he grabbed the back of Dex’s T-shirt, between his shoulder blades, balled it up in his fist, and pointed him toward the living room doorway leading to the hall.

Neil would take this to his bedroom, at the far end of the house. Karyn wouldn’t be able to hear them over the sound of the TV.

“Good night, Karyn,” Neil told her. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

Shoving Dex ahead of him, Neil used the T-shirt like a leash. The other man tried to fight him but Neil didn’t budge. And with five inches in height on Dex, he had the tactical advantage.

When he reached his bedroom doorway, he shoved Dex, hard, sending him flying into the room where he landed facedown on the bed while Neil turned and closed the bedroom door, locking it.

Instinctively, Neil reached to unfasten his belt and strip it from the loops and immediately fought back a crushing wave of agonizing grief.

Fuck it.

Dex wasn’t the only one in emotional pain right now, and it was time to remind him of that fact.

Neil stripped his belt off, held the buckle, and took a few turns around his right hand with it, the tail hanging down.

“Ten. Now.”

Dex wanted to act like a brat? Neil would treat him like one, exactly how he used to treat Tamsin if she got out of line with him.

Except in Tam’s case, she’d frequently bratted deliberately to provoke the reaction, and they’d both known it, mutually enjoying the aftermath. Except for cases like ruining a tire, where, bless her heart, she’d just been…Tam being Tam.

Dex had flipped over onto his back, propped up on his elbows. “What?”

Neil fell on him in a flash, straddling him, pinning him to the bed with his body, his left hand around the front of Dex’s throat. “Ten. Now.”

“I’m not—”

“You’re being a goddamned fucking brat. You want to live in my house? Then you’re going to follow my fucking rules. When we are around Tam, we act like she is awake and can hear every fucking word we say. I told you that. That is an ironclad rule, and I cannot have the nurses not following that. We have to set an example. You owe me ten.”

He smelled the faint whispers of liquor on Dex’s breath but knew the man likely wasn’t drunk at that point, probably only slightly buzzed.

Reminder—dump all the alcohol.

Dex blinked those gorgeous chocolate brown eyes at him and for a moment Neil was tempted to see what would happen if he leaned in and kissed him.

Wasn’t like either of them were getting any other kind of action since—

Focus, you asshole!

“I’m not your sub,” Dex hoarsely said.

Except…now that Neil was paying better attention, he knew that wasn’t a phone he felt pressing against his ass through the front of Dex’s shorts and the seat of his own slacks.

Playing dirty, Neil ground his ass more firmly against Dex’s hips and knew he didn’t imagine the needy moan that escaped the man.

“My house, my rules. That was the deal. You want to safeword? Fine, but you can look for a new place to live. You’re either on Team Tamsin, or you’re not. Period. There might be two Doms in this house, but this Dom’s name’s on the damn deed. So you either drop your shorts and give me ten out of your ass, or we can go online and rent you a moving truck for tomorrow. Pick one, Princess.”

He released Dex’s throat and sat back—also allowing Neil to shift position a little for a better read on the situation under him.

Yep. Definitely one really hard cock in Dex’s shorts. Considering he already knew what Dex’s cock looked like, he knew it was a nice one.

Sure, he’d fantasized about it more than once during his own wank sessions…before. He’d be an idiot not to.

He didn’t speak, waiting, forcing Dex to make the next move.

It took Dex a long time to respond. Just when Neil was pretty sure Dex was going to tell him to go fuck himself, he licked his lips.

“Ten.”

Neil leaned in. “Ten what?”

Another silent battle of the wills commenced, Dex blinking first over a minute later.

“Ten, Sir,” he whispered.

Neil couldn’t help it. He leaned in and kissed him, hard, his left hand reaching up to fist the man’s hair.

Dex grabbed him, apparently torn between wanting to push him off and pull him tighter against him.

Pulling won. With Dex clinging to Neil as if he were the only safety left to him, Neil felt Dex’s lips part, the man’s tongue flicking tentatively against his.

“Good,” Neil whispered. He released Dex, rising just enough he could flip the man over and turn around to face his ass. From where he’d landed, Dex’s legs were already hanging off the edge of the bed.

Not gently, he shoved Dex’s shorts down far enough to bare his ass, pleased to find him commando.

Neil drew his arm back. “Count.” Smack.

He looked behind him to see Dex’s fists had balled the covers. “One, Sir.”

Relief filled Neil, so thick and heavy he almost couldn’t breathe. No, of course he didn’t want Dex to move out, but Tamsin was his first priority and always would be.

He took another stroke, and another, Dex counting until all ten were given.

Neil dropped the belt onto the floor, turned, and folded his body over Dex’s, making sure the man could feel Neil’s bulge pressed against his reddened ass.

“We need each other now more than ever. We can’t do this alone.” He finally forced the words out. “I’ll be happy to give you more, if you want it,” he whispered. “I don’t mean the belt, either.”

He pressed a kiss to the nape of Dex’s neck.

After a moment, Dex nodded. “Please.”

 

* * * *

 

I need to dump the tequila.

Dexter kept his eyes closed, gasping with need when Neil’s hand reached under him, closed around his cock, and slowly squeezed.

“Yeah, buddy,” Neil whispered. “I’m going to take care of that for you. I promise. Just stay right there and don’t move.”

He almost begged Neil not to leave when he felt the man’s warm, comforting weight disappear from his back. Keeping his eyes closed, Dex listened as he heard Neil undressing, opening a drawer, getting something from the bathroom.

Neil knelt behind him, on the floor. “If you want to safeword for anything, go ahead.” His hands finished easing Dex’s shorts all the way down and off his legs, the feel of Neil’s breath against his stinging ass nearly making Dex beg him to do something.

Anything.

To touch him again.

He craved touch, craved contact. It wasn’t even that he was horny, although he was. It was that cuddling in the hospital bed next to Tamsin was a kind of torture, unsure how much, if anything, she could hear and understand.

Nothing in return except the cold comfort that she wasn’t dead.

Neil’s hands closed over Dex’s ass cheeks, spreading them, followed by the feel of Neil’s tongue rimming him, trailing down to his balls, back up again.

Dex groaned, once again fisting the sheets, this time to keep from blowing his load right there.

It only took him a minute or two to realize that the louder he moaned when Neil did something, the more Neil did it.

He didn’t have to tell or ask Neil what to do.

He didn’t have to break down and say it.

If he had to ask for it, he wasn’t even sure if he could right now.

But he wanted it.

Badly.

Needed it.

Craved it.

But he couldn’t make himself ask for it.

Neil’s mouth disappeared and Dex found himself humping the air, wanting the contact. That’s when he felt Neil’s fingers return, covered with cool lube and probing his ass.

Dex arched his back, spreading his legs wider, muffling his moans against the covers. Neil slowly stroked Dex’s cock with one hand and took his time working one, then two fingers inside him.

Fuck…fuck…fuck…!

Maybe he’d hate himself in the morning for taking advantage of Neil like this, but right now, he needed something to drive the agony out of his brain for a few minutes.

A distraction.

It wasn’t like he was cheating on Tam, either. A long-running, totally serious joke between them was about their “hall-pass fucks.” He’d always listed Neil, knowing it’d never happen but still wondering what-if in the back of his mind.

She’d always cheerfully approved that, because hers was Ryan Reynolds, and yeah, like that would ever happen. Of course he’d said yeah.

Hell, the man had a great ass. Although not as great as…

Neil’s.

The third finger was a little tougher to take, Neil’s movements slowing even as he stroked Dex’s cock more, scissoring his fingers, adding plenty of lube, until Neil was easily able to fuck him with them and Dex rocked back and forth once more in time with the movement.

Damn, it felt good having someone else’s hands on him.

“Shit,” Neil muttered, pausing.

“What?” Dex gasped.

“I’m out of condoms.”

Somewhere in his room, Dex knew he had some.

Except he didn’t want to stop what was happening. Unless Neil had lied to them when they’d had discussions about this in the course of Dex approving Neil doing orgasm play on Tam, it wasn’t like he was at risk.

“I don’t care. Bare’s fine.”

“Fair enough.” Fingers disappeared, quickly replaced by the head of Neil’s cock pressing for entrance.

Dex knew he could either waste time contemplating this line they were about to cross, or enjoy it and shut his brain off. So Dex thrust back, impaling himself as Neil’s hands settled on his waist.

“Damn, man.” Neil sounded like the edges of his control had frayed. “That’s a fine ass.”

“Then fuck. Me.”

Neil folded his body over Dex’s back. “I set the pace this time,” he whispered in Dex’s left ear. “Then you’ll get your turn, and you can fuck me as fast or as slow as you want. I want to savor this.”

Neil’s fingers laced with his as Neil slowly long-stroked him, Dex’s cock now rubbing against the edge of the bed. Dex rocked in time with his strokes, Neil’s chin resting on the back of his head, his breath warm on his scalp.

While the first stroke had felt almost raw, his body stretching to accommodate the man’s cock, it quickly turned into warm pleasure while Neil managed to glide his shaft over Dex’s sweet spot with every thrust.

Neil’s breath quickened, his pace increasing, harder, deeper, until his balls slapped against Dex’s ass with each stroke and the sound of their fucking filled the room. Neil’s hands squeezed his, hard, as Neil let out a deep groan and fell still inside him.

Nothing but the sound of their breathing.

Like a flash, Neil pulled out, flipped him over, and straddled him. He quickly slicked lube over Dex’s cock and dropped onto Dex’s shaft, impaling his ass on Dex’s cock, both of them groaning.

Neil’s eyes dropped closed. “Oh, fuck yeah.”

Neil leaned forward and kissed him, sucking on his tongue while Dex raised his knees until he could brace his feet on the edge of the mattress. Holding on to Neil’s hips, Dex fucked his cock up into him, slamming it deep and hard, this time matching the brutal pace Neil set with his tongue fucking Dex’s mouth.

“Give it to me,” Neil murmured. “Give me every bit of it, baby. Hard as you want. Take what you need. Use me.”

Dex rolled them over and slung Neil’s legs over his shoulders, pinning him there, pressing Neil’s thighs against his shoulders while he piledrove his cock into him.

“Like that?”

Neil’s gaze looked soft, heavy lidded. “Yeah. Harder. Give it all to me. Take it out on me.”

Tension, anger, grief, pain—need. All rolled into a big, spiky ball in his soul. He felt Neil’s cock hardening again between them even as he fucked him. This time, Dex leaned in and kissed Neil, crushing, brutally.

Needing this man and needing the safety of him.

Wanting this.

He buried his face against Neil’s neck as he came, muffling his cries against the man’s flesh. It wasn’t until he felt Neil’s arms and legs wrap tightly around him and he heard Neil making soft, comforting noises that Dex finally realized he was sobbing.

Neil held him, stroking his back. “It’s okay, buddy. Let it out. Give it to me. I’ve got you. We’re in this together.”

Dex closed his eyes and moaned in agony, his soul shredded.

She might never come back to them.

Ever.

And he could never move forward.

Not without her.

Not with any other woman.

Ever. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Neil knew Dex had been hurting, but the stubborn man’s well of pain was even deeper than Neil had realized. Once the worst of Dex’s emotional storm had passed, Neil gently extricated himself from Dex’s arms and helped him out of bed and to the shower. After soaping both of them up and rinsing off, Neil held Dex under the spray.

The shorter man felt right in his arms. Even as he thought that, Neil hated himself for it.

Had he just taken advantage of his best friend and the worst possible situation and made it more horrific? Or was this a breakthrough for them both?

A way to mutually survive the unimaginable?

Dex stood with his arms around Neil and his face pressed against his shoulder. With his brain once again able to think, Neil hoped he hadn’t fucked them up.

Talking didn’t feel right. So he nuzzled Dex’s temple, kissing him there. His own cock had wilted a little, between comforting Dex and the journey to the shower, but he felt something else.

Dex’s cock wasn’t exactly soft.

Dex tipped his head back, his left hand reaching up to cup the back of Neil’s neck and pull him down for a kiss.

His right slid between them, gathering both of their cocks in his hand and slowly squeezing them.

Neil groaned as his cock instantly hardened.

No words were necessary. Neil’s arms enveloped Dex’s body, holding him as Dex’s hand stroked their cocks. They swallowed each other’s moans and grief and, for that single moment in time, they focused only on each other.

 

* * * *

 

So many things Dex wanted to say lay locked inside his throat, confusion, pain, guilt—and his feelings for Neil.

Best not to talk, to simply go with this, let it happen.

He wanted it to happen. He wanted to tell Neil thank you for knocking sense into him and didn’t know how…yet.

Instead, he’d show him.

Neil’s cock was barely shorter than his own, but a little thicker. He wanted to get to know it well, maybe eventually get to the point where he could reciprocate better.

Lips and tongues, hot breath, mutual need. All sounds lost under the running water, this small, perfect world and small, perfect moment. Any world he could escape to for a few precious, fleeting minutes, where he’d be welcomed to lay down his grief and refill his emotional well.

Him and Neil, both.

As Dex’s hand stroked them harder, faster, he grew more confident. Neil started humping his hips in time with Dex’s movements, thrusting to meet every stroke.

He’d hoped to get them off at the same time, but the feel of Neil’s cock sliding along his felt too damn good. Neil swallowed every sound Dex made as his hot cum coated his own hand and both their cocks.

Dex wasn’t going to stop, but Neil broke their kiss, smiling down at him before dropping to his knees and taking Dex into his mouth, deep-throating his softening cock all the way to the root.

Bracing himself against the wall, he stared down at Neil, how the man eagerly worshipped his cock, his balls, hands sliding around to cup his still tender ass and hold him in place.

“Fuck, yeah,” Dex whispered, impossibly feeling himself harden for a third time under Neil’s skilled mouth.

He hadn’t felt this horny in a long time. Not since…

Not since he and Tam had first gotten together.

“Mmhmm,” Neil mumbled, the vibrations from his mouth working their way through Dex’s balls in a delicious way.

“What about you?” he gasped. “That’s not fair.”

Neil kept his fingers wrapped around Dex’s cock, even though he pulled his mouth free for a moment. “I’m forty-three, buddy. You have eight years on me. I’ll wait a little while for the next one. Let me enjoy this, because I am enjoying it.”

With that, he swallowed Dex’s cock again.

Dex dropped one hand to Neil’s head, stroking his wet hair, trying not to think about how this had all happened.

It didn’t matter now.

The only thing that mattered was that in this nightmare world they lived in, they had each other. They truly understood what the other was feeling, their shared loss and grief keen and sharp and real, but with complete empathy.

“Don’t make me come yet,” Dex finally said. “Go get the lube.”

Neil pointed at the caddy hanging from the shower head, and there sat a small bottle.

“Perfect.” Dex grabbed it and pulled away from Neil, sitting in front of him and handing it to him. “Do it.” He lay down on his back, pulling his knees up, spread wide.

 

* * * *

 

Neil blinked in surprise, but quickly recovered and started lubing Dex’s ass again. When he slowly pressed his cockhead against Dex’s rim, Dex rolled his hips, taking him in faster, deeper.

Then Dex reached for his own cock with one hand, and with the other cupped the back of Neil’s neck and pulled him in for a hard, deep kiss.

Neil was already close. He knew Dex was no stranger to anal play just from their own personal discussions, but his ass still felt tight and hot and threatened to make Neil nut too quickly.

Slowing his thrusts so Dex could catch up, he tried to read the man, listened to his breath, the tension in his muscles. Finally, Dex started taking shorter, jerkier strokes with his hand and Neil picked up the pace. Just as he felt Dex’s ass start to really grab his cock as he came, Neil’s balls exploded, emptying load number two into the man.

Mine.

Took everything Neil had not to say it out loud. But he also knew he was the first man Dex had ever been with. He’d be lying if he said knowing his cock was the first in there didn’t make him feel at least a little possessive.

When Neil tried to sit up, Dex sucked on his lower lip, holding him in place.

Neil couldn’t resist him and returned the kiss. Only when Dex was ready to release him did Neil finally sit up. “We’re losing hot water.”

Dex nodded.

Neil reluctantly withdrew his spent cock from Dex’s ass and helped the man to his feet. After another round of soaping themselves and cleaning up, Neil shut the water off and reached for towels.

Dex looked…exhausted. Much the way he felt.

Neil pulled him in for one more hug. “Want to sleep in bed with me tonight? You can even be the big spoon, if you want,” he tried to joke. “I won’t argue with you.”

Dex nodded.

Neil pulled the comforter off the bed to wash tomorrow. They didn’t need it tonight anyway. Sliding under the covers, Dex did spoon himself around Neil and in just a few minutes was sound asleep.

Neil lay there in the dark, Dex’s arm draped over his waist, and listened to the sound of the other man’s breathing.

How long since he’d been with someone? Well before the accident. Months. And that hadn’t even been snuggling, just a guy he’d met up at the Toucan, a little subby who’d wanted his ass beat and to give a blow job and get jacked off.

There’d been no cuddling. No emotional intimacy.

Sure, he had friends he could call for comfort, including in the Suncoast Society.

None of them friends he knew as well as Dex.

Or Tamsin.

No one he was close to. Really intimate with emotionally, the way he was with Tam and Dex.

Especially now with Dex.

I hope you wouldn’t hate us for this, Tam. I know you always joked you’d love to watch us together, but we’re both in so much fucking pain. I know that’s nothing compared to what you’re going through. I love you, and I love him.

Neil closed his eyes and tried to go to sleep. Despite his exhaustion, he couldn’t fall asleep because, ironically, Dex felt too good next to him. He knew Dex hadn’t been sleeping well at all, either, so at least one of them was able to rest tonight.

At some point, Neil had finally drifted off to sleep, but awakened immediately when he felt Dex roll onto his other side in sleep.

Then he backed against Neil, only stopping when his ass was firmly pressed against Neil’s.

Unable to help himself, Neil turned and slipped an arm around Dex, almost bursting into tears when Dex’s hand found his.

Like that, Neil was finally able to crash into sleep.

 

* * * *

 

When the alarm went off too fucking early the next morning, Neil shut it off and gave serious thought to calling in.

Dex never stirred, snuggled deep in his well-deserved slumber. He was used to sleeping through Tam’s alarm and their usual weekday morning activities.

How would the other man feel about him this morning?

Had he screwed up last night by pushing things to a head?

Moving carefully so as not to wake him, Neil untangled himself from Dex and didn’t turn on any lights as he headed to the bathroom. Normally, he’d go make the coffee first, but he didn’t want to go in and out any more than necessary.

He wanted to let Dex sleep. Once the man returned to work, he wouldn’t necessarily get a decent night’s sleep for a while as he settled into his schedule.

After shaving and a shower, Neil groped his way to the closet and closed himself in before turning on the light to find clothes. He dressed in there, leaving his tie draped loosely around his collar.

After turning the lights off, he carried his shoes and blazer out to the bedroom and opened the door. In the light drifting in from the hallway, he found his phone and wallet and stood there, taking one long, last look at Dex still sound asleep in his bed.

Part of him wanted to walk over and kiss Dex good-bye, except he didn’t want to wake him up. Not just because he looked so peaceful.

But because he didn’t want to find out Dex now hated him for last night.

He quietly left the bedroom, gently shutting the door behind him. Then he used Dex’s bathroom mirror to tie his tie, and slipped on his shoes and blazer before he studied his reflection.

He felt…ancient. Like years instead of months had passed. He still expected Tam to pop up behind him, full of playful morning grins, looking to cause the fun kind of trouble.

His playful morning baby brat.

After turning off the light, he headed down the hall. Karyn offered him a tired smile. “Good morning, Neil.”

“Morning. How’d she sleep?” He leaned in and kissed Tam’s forehead.

“She was actually a little restless around two this morning. She opened her eyes and moved her head, but when I talked to her, she didn’t seem to respond. Then she went back to sleep.”

“She’s not in pain, is she?”

“I don’t think so. I just gave her her morning nutrition and hydration a few minutes ago and she slept through it.”

“Okay. Thank you.” He wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. “Sorry about last night.”

“Come again?”

“Dex got a little…emotional.”

“He’s only human. I’m sure he didn’t mean to upset you. Don’t be too hard on him or yourself. I’m sure Tamsin wouldn’t want you to feel like that, if what you’ve told me about her is true.”

“Thanks.” He forced a tired smile. “I’m going to start the coffee. Can I pour you a cup?”

“Thank you, yes, please. Martina should be here soon to relieve me. They’re working on adding a couple more nurses to the lineup so we can have shorter shifts and go to three a day, but I don’t mind the overtime right now.”

He got the coffeemaker set up and started and stared out the kitchen window at the side yard. He hadn’t filled the bird feeder in weeks, and it sat there, a few straggly sprouts struggling for life in it.

Heading for the garage, he scooped a coffee can full of seed from the garbage can they stored it in and then walked out to fill it. The birdbath was empty, too. Making sure not to get his suit dirty, he grabbed the hose and filled the stone bath, feeling guilty that he hadn’t thought of this sooner.

Something else Tam had loved.

In the mornings, she’d fill the feeder and the bird bath and stand at the kitchen sink to watch them while she waited for the coffee to brew and ate her own breakfast.

Dammit, girl, you don’t know how badly I miss you. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

With Dex still sleeping in his bed, Neil reluctantly left for work, hoping he hadn’t irretrievably screwed up his friendship with the man. Belatedly, he realized he didn’t just love Dex as a friend, but that he’d been in love with him for a while. Since well before the accident.

Denying it any longer was a waste of brainpower.

What other logical explanation was there for him self-sabotaging any serious romantic relationships he might have had over the past couple of years since Dex had entered the picture?

Sure, he had Tamsin for play, and occasionally found a subby guy up at the Toucan, and there was always his own right hand…

And nearly every time he masturbated, Dex had played a starring role in Neil’s fantasies.

Fuck.

Part of him wanted to text Dex and find out if he was okay, if they were okay, or if he’d totally borked things. He spent a miserable morning trying to focus on work and couldn’t. Finally, a little before noon, he gave word that he was leaving for the rest of the day to handle an urgent issue at home.

It wasn’t his fault he didn’t specify the issue was with Dex, and everyone assumed he meant Tamsin.

On the way, he stopped and picked up sandwiches from the little deli the three of them loved, getting Dex’s favorite and hoping he would accept the peace offering.

Praying Dex didn’t now hate him in the harsh light of day.

When he walked in, Martina, the day nurse, looked up from where she sat next to Tamsin and was reading her Kindle. “Hi, Neil. Wasn’t expecting you home.”

He held up the bag with their food. “Lunch.” He didn’t want to talk to her.

He wanted to talk to Dex.

The man himself appeared in the kitchen doorway, a scowl darkening his features. “What are you doing home?”

Neil walked past him, into the kitchen, and set the bag on the counter. Dex followed, and once Neil knew they were out of sight of the living room, he grabbed Dex and pulled him in for a hug.

“Please tell me we’re okay?” Neil whispered.

Dex’s embrace, which had felt tentative at first, tightened around Neil, one hand settling at the nape of Neil’s neck, the other on his ass.

“We’re good, buddy. We’re real good.”

Relief so strong it nearly made Neil cry washed through him. “I don’t want to lose you.”

“I don’t want to lose you, either.” Dex tipped his head back so he could look Neil in the eyes. After a long moment, he spoke in a whisper. “Tam always joked she’d love to watch if we ever got together. And since you’re my hall-pass fuck, I’m not exactly feeling guilty.” He pulled Neil in for a kiss, no desperate notes to this one, no hesitation, nothing but certainty.

Once he broke the kiss, Neil grabbed the bag with the sandwiches, and with the other hand laced fingers with Dex, leading him through the kitchen and down the hall to his bedroom. Locking them in, he didn’t resist when Dex took the bag from him, set it on the bedside table, and then gently pushed Neil in the chest, sending him backward onto the bed.

Dex wore that sexy smile Neil loved, the one that Dex had given Tam plenty of times in the past, while leaving Neil adjusting his own crotch at the same time.

Dex climbed onto him, straddling him, lacing fingers with him and pinning his hands over his head against the mattress.

“I deserved last night. Every bit of it. But we’re going to have to figure out how to be two Doms in a relationship together without killing each other. Because you were right last night. I’m not going to leave Tamsin, and I’m not going to leave you. I know you love her.” He leaned in for another kiss.

Neil wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. “Relationship?”

Dex’s smirk widened. “Uh, yeah. I’m not some cheap one-night stand, you know.”

Neil finally managed a laugh. “I was worried sick this morning that you’d hate me for last night.” Neil ground his hips up and against Dex’s ass. Dex’s hard cock tented the front of his shorts, unmistakable.

Dex squeezed Neil’s hands again, his smirk fading and sincerity filling his tone. “How could I ever hate you? You have proven to me that if I can’t trust you, then there’s not a damn person on the face of this earth who I can trust. You saw me at my lowest and you hung in there. You’ve gone above and beyond what anyone would expect of a friend.”

He paused, sounding choked up when he next spoke. “You haven’t given up on Tam. And you didn’t give up on me.”

“Marry me,” Neil said, the thought, so crazy and right all at the same time, slamming into his brain.

“What?”

“Marry me. I’m serious. I have custody of her. I’m sure Ed could get us a court order giving us joint custody of her if we were married. What if something happens to me? I don’t have any family and neither does she. You and Tam are my family. My biggest fear isn’t losing her. My biggest fear is something happening to me and the state takes custody of her and shoves her in some fucking overcrowded psych ward somewhere and waits for her to die a horrible, lonely death. Marry me so we can protect her. If something happens to me, you get everything and can keep caring for her.”

Neil struggled not to hold his breath as he watched Dex consider it. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious. Please?”

Dexter released his hands and rolled off him to lie beside him, on his side. Neil rolled to face him but didn’t interrupt his thoughts.

“How would that work, exactly?” Dex eventually asked.

“Like any other marriage. A few years ago, it wouldn’t have been an option. Now, it is.”

“Well, it’s not the worst idea.” Dex’s smile returned, nearly sending Neil’s hard cock into aching, throbbing spasms. “You don’t think we’ll kill each other, though?”

“Three days a week each in charge, and we alternate weeks on the fourth day?” Neil teased. “Odd and even days? I’m open to suggestions. I want to make this work. I mean it.”

“We’ll figure something out.” Dex propped himself on his elbow. “Just the two of us, though, right?” he quietly asked. “I don’t want to be unfair to you, but if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it. I’m not interested in any other women, and despite the tragic irony of this whole situation, I’m still not a sharer.”

“Just you,” Neil swore.

“I’m…I don’t know how in the mood I’ll always be. Normally, a guy wouldn’t do it for me. I was a little drunk last night. Not saying I regret it,” he quickly added, “because I don’t.” He licked his lips and pointed at his own crotch. “As you can see now, I’m not exactly opposed to a repeat without the belt foreplay.”

“Look, you be you, and I’ll be me, and we’ll figure out where we meet in the middle.”

“For Tamsin.”

“Exactly,” Neil said. “For Tamsin.”

 

* * * *

 

Last night—other than him being an utter ass—had been…good, considering the circumstances. In the clear light of day, Dexter knew Neil hurt as much as he did.

Hurting together wasn’t a fraction as lonely and horrible as hurting alone. They understood what the other felt. They shared their grief.

They shared an intense love for the same woman, even if that love took two drastically different forms.

“I don’t want you to think I’m just using you for sex,” Dex finally admitted. “I might not feel comfortable…reciprocating in some ways. At least, not yet.”

“Honestly? Even if all we do is share a bed and masturbate next to each other, I’d be happy. This whole situation sucks and it hurts and I hate that her plans and yours got ripped away from you. But I’m not going to apologize for trying to make the best out of this. You’re my friend first. I’ll never find another guy who will understand why I put Tamsin before them in every way. So why would I even want to try? Why would I take time away from her to get my heart stomped on time and again?”

“Shit, dude. Are you trying to make me cry?”

“I’ve spent plenty of nights in here alone and crying since this happened.”

Dex reached out and cupped Neil’s cheek. It felt right when Neil laid his hand over Dex’s. “You still gonna call me Princess?”

Neil smiled. “Why, you want me to stop?”

He stared into Neil’s blue gaze. “No,” he quietly said. “Just please don’t do it in front of our friends. That was between you and me and Tamsin. That’s our thing. I want that to be our special thing.”

“Fuck.” Neil blinked back tears. “Now you’re making me cry. Goddamned sadist.”

Dex leaned in and kissed him on the lips, then both eyelids, kissing his tears away. “She always called you her prince.”

“That never bothered you?”

“No. Because I knew how much you love her. That’s why I was never jealous of you, even when she asked if you could still do orgasm play with her when you scened. You wanted the best guy for her, and you were the best friend for her. Still are.” Dex nuzzled his nose against Neil’s. “Maybe you can be my prince, too, huh? Just between us?”

Neil hooked a leg around his. “Sure.” He sniffled. “I’d give anything for her to wake up. I’d lay down and take her place in that bed and give up my life for her without a second thought if I could make it happen.”

“Me first.” He hugged Neil tightly against him. “Are you going back to work this afternoon?”

“No.”

“Then let’s go to the courthouse today and get the license. I’ll ask Loren and Ed to come over and perform the ceremony for us this weekend.”

“Did you want your parents to be here for it?”

Dexter shoved back a wave of dark, mixed emotions he didn’t want to deal with right then. “No. Because I already know what they’re going to say, especially my mom. They’re going to think it’s a horrible idea, and tell me I should face reality and think about my future. That there could be another great woman out there for me. Fuck ’em.”

“They’re the only family you’ve got.”

“Wrong. I have you and Tam. You’re the only family I need. You and her. And our friends. All of them. Everyone we’re close to in the Suncoast Society.”

“Let’s ask them to come,” Neil said. “I don’t mean everyone, I mean June and Scrye. Leah and Seth. Cris, Landry, and Bob. And Wade and Cherise, of course. Those people. The ones who were all there for us in the hospital.”

“A lot of people were.”

“But they were there the most. I know they had you doped up on some really good pain meds at first, and it probably all blended together. We can have a public thing for the gang later. Let’s have them here, though. Tam wanted them at your wedding.”

Neil’s voice grew choked. “God, I regret every time I tuned her out when she’d start talking wedding plans. I’d sit there and nod my head and pretend to be listening when I wasn’t paying a damn bit of attention.”

“So did I.” Dex chuckled. “Look at that. Something else we have in common.” He reached down and palmed the front of Neil’s slacks. “Mutual masturbation, huh? I think we can do more than that.” He desperately needed to pull the tone of this conversation out of the basement for both their sakes.

“I don’t mind being the little spoon today,” Neil softly said. “It’s only fair.”

Dex loved Neil’s blue eyes. So open and expressive. They went well with his light brown hair.

Leaning in, Dex kissed him before reaching over and grabbing his tie, taking several turns of it around his fist. “Then we need to get you out of those damn clothes, buddy. I can’t fuck you all dressed like that.”

He sat up, forcing Neil up with him with the tie. Refusing to relinquish it, he stood, bringing Neil along. Both of them standing, Dex held Neil in place with it while Neil stripped. When Neil got to his shirt, Dex reached in with his free hand and unfastened his collar buttons so he could slip the tie up around Neil’s throat.

He returned Neil’s smile, and once the man stood fully naked in front of him, Dex reached down with his free hand and wrapped his fingers around Neil’s stiff cock. “I wasn’t too drunk to remember how good that ass felt last night,” Dex said.

Neil’s left eyebrow arched. “How you supposed to fuck me with all those clothes on?”

“Get busy if you want me naked.”

Dex pulled him in for a kiss while Neil’s hands fumbled at the front of Dex’s shorts. “I feel like a damn kid again,” Neil said. “My hands are shaking.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because I’m nervous, that’s why.”

Dex made him stop, had Neil look him in the eyes. “Why are you nervous?”

“Because I don’t want to fuck up. Fuck this up. Fuck us up.”

Dex kissed him again. “I’m not going anywhere, buddy. I’m here. For life.” He slowly stroked Neil’s cock. “I think I have a lot to learn. Hopefully you’ll be patient with me.”

Once they were both naked and stretched out in bed, Dex rolled on top of Neil. Both their cocks were hard and while it was an odd sensation to feel the other man’s cock brushing against his own, Dex knew he’d quickly grow used to it.

“You want hard and fast, or slow and sexy?” Dex asked.

Neil’s hands settled on Dex’s ass, squeezing. “I want whatever you want to give me.”

“Hold that thought.” Dex got up, grabbed a towel and lube, and returned to bed. Fully awake and aware, and not at all drunk, he was able to take his time and savor this.

Neil’s expression grew soft, fuzzy as Dex started lubing his ass, exploring, teasing with his finger, finding the sweet spot and watching Neil’s stiff cock twitch in response.

Meeting and holding Neil’s gaze, Dex knew he had a lot to learn and desperately wanted to do right by this man.

Neil held the back of his knees, his legs spread wide, giving Dex perfect access. When Dex added a second finger, Neil nodded, whispering, “Yeah, fuck yeah.”

Emboldened, Dex played with him, varying his thrusts, rotating his fingers, long-stroking him followed by short, jabby ones that made Neil moan.

“Please fuck me!”

Dex wiped his hand off, lubed his cock, and knelt between Neil’s legs. “What was that?” he playfully asked.

The full force of Neil’s gaze nailed him right in the feels. “Stuff that gorgeous cock in my ass before I tie you up and ride you like a goddamned pony.”

Dex sank his full length into Neil and planted his hands on either side of Neil’s head. He had to hold his position for a moment, almost busting his nut right then.

Neil started rocking under him. “Don’t make me fuck myself.”

“Hold still, dammit.” He kissed Neil, hoping that would distract him enough to wait. Between them, Dex felt Neil’s stiff cock rubbing against his abs, already leaking pre-cum.

After regaining control, Dex started a slow, teasing grind that rubbed Neil’s cock between them with every thrust. If he could make Neil blow like this, he’d consider it not just a win but a gold-medal-worthy success. When Neil started to reach between them, Dex stopped moving.

“Get that hand out of there.”

“But I’m horny!”

“I don’t care. I’m in charge right now. Hold on to my ass if you want to, or put ’em over your head, but don’t you touch that cock without permission.”

Neil’s cock twitched, but his hands settled on Dex’s ass, tightly gripping.

“That’s better.”

He’d be willing to swear he had Neil close to subspace. Leaning in, he whispered, “Gotcha now, don’t I?”

“Yeah.”

“Got what you need, huh?”

“Please make me come.”

“Oh, I will, buddy.” Dex resumed his slow bump-and-grind, loving the way Neil flexed and squeezed his ass around Dex’s cock. “But if you want to spend the rest of your life with me, you need to sample the goods. Make sure you want this cock chasing you around all the time.”

“I do.”

Dex sucked on Neil’s lower lip. “I always wondered what it’d feel like to have you plowing my ass while I fucked Tam. Sorry I didn’t take you up on the offer sooner.”

“Better late than never.”

“I mean it, though. We do this, you’re stuck with me for life. No sex with anyone else but me. I kinda got used to coming home and blowing my frustration on Tam, thanks in no small part to you winding her up.”

Neil smiled up at him. “You’re welcome.”

Dex adjusted the angle of attack and Neil let out the good kind of gasp, fingers digging even harder into Dex’s ass.

“That the spot?” Dex maintained the rhythm and depth of his strokes, watching, waiting. Neil nodded, eyes falling closed. “No, look at me,” Dex ordered.

They popped open again, those sweet baby blues staring up at him.

“Show me how good it feels,” Dex whispered. “Give it to me.”

Neil was actively trying to fuck himself on Dex’s cock now, trying to urge him faster, harder, deeper. So Dex obliged, his own orgasm quickly approaching.

Simultaneously, Dex felt Neil’s fingers really dig into his ass, Neil’s ass spasming around his cock, and the feel of hot cum shooting between them and providing sudden lubrication between their abs.

“There…you…go.” Dex fell still with his cock deep inside Neil, kissing him, letting his pleasure wash through him as he filled Neil’s ass with his cum.

He didn’t want to move. Resting his forehead against Neil’s, he realized he liked the way Neil’s fingers were now gently raking up and down his back.

“On second thought, let’s clean up, eat, and have a short nap first, then go get the license. Okay?”

“Nap?”

“I want to cuddle. I…” Dex choked back the unexpected sob trying to break free. “It just feels so damn good to cuddle again.”

Neil’s embrace tightly closed around him. “Then let’s clean up, eat, and take a short nap and cuddle. That sounds real good to me, too.” 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Neil struggled against his tears as he stared into the bathroom mirror and shaved late Sunday morning. Sure, he’d idly wondered what his wedding might be like, one day. For too many years, it was confined to the realm of fantasy.

Until the gay marriage ban finally fell.

Then he really did imagine that he might actually be able to get married one day, if he ever met the guy. He’d even sort of planned the ceremony in his head.

He never imagined it under circumstances like this. This wasn’t fair to Dex, either.

He should be celebrating Dex and Tam getting married. He should be drowning in his own melancholy that his best friends were happy and going on with their lives and he was free to do…whatever.

Not this.

Tamsin should be teaching kids and having fun and being his sweet little baby brat. He should be egging Dex on for tortures to inflict upon her for “punishments.”

He should be able to cuddle with her on the couch on nights Dex had to work, watching stupid TV shows or dumb movies, talking the way they always used to.

Dex shouldn’t have any greater worry than whatever run he was on at work.

Neil looked up at the soft tap on his bedroom door. “Yeah?”

He heard it open, then close. In the mirror, he saw Dex appear in the bathroom doorway behind him.

Wearing that sexy smirk that always melted Neil. “Hey, handsome. Ready to get hitched?”

Neil took another swipe with the razor, along his throat. “Once I finish this. I at least want to look good when I marry you, Princess.”

Dex chuckled and walked over, slipping his arms around him from behind. “No second thoughts?”

“No.” He met Dex’s gaze in the mirror. “You?”

“Crazy as it sounds, nope. I’m good with this.” He rested his chin on Neil’s shoulder. “You’re stuck with me.”

“Well, fair’s fair, since you’re stuck with me.”

Dex didn’t move. “Sorry I don’t have a ring for you.”

More melancholy to shove back into its mental closet and lock tightly away. “I don’t need a ring. I just need you.”

One of the few lies he knew he would ever tell Dex.

More a minor fib than a lie in the grand scheme of things. He didn’t want to delay their wedding just to go looking for rings. Besides, he knew that might be too sad for Dex, reliving his memories of him and Tamsin ring shopping.

And it might be too “real” for Dex, cementing this union as more than just a pro forma legal matter. If that was the case, Neil would rather live with the charade in his brain.

“Loren texted me that they’re on the way,” Dex said. “She wanted to know if they should bring anything.”

“No. We’ve got all we need, I think.” They’d gone shopping yesterday, a simple, easy meal, grilling burgers out on the lanai.

And they’d stocked up on condoms and lube. Bareback was fun, but it wasn’t practical for as often as it seemed they’d be fucking and burning off frustration.

“She also asked me if it was okay if Mevi played for us. He asked her if he could.”

Neil gave up trying to fight his tears and nodded.

Dex squeezed harder. “Hey, at least we have Tam here, with us. Right?”

“Yeah.”

“The worst is behind us.” Dex made Neil turn to face him. “I’m going to count every day we have with her as a blessing, and every day I have with you as…” Neil couldn’t read Dex’s expression as his words trailed off.

“As?”

When Dex spoke again, his voice sounded tight, choked. “The only thing keeping me alive right now.” Neil spotted the tears in his eyes. “If it wasn’t for you, I would have given up. On her, and on me.”

“Yeah, well, I’m stubborn, Princess. Knew I’d get into your pants one day.” Neil forced a smile. “Kind of extreme, but I’ll take the win.”

“Me, too.”

 

* * * *

 

For some stupid reason, Dex had decided to call his parents that morning to give them an update about Tamsin.

And to give them a heads-up about the wedding, since he would be talking about it on Facebook. No way would he lie about it, or hide it or Neil. He wasn’t ashamed to be the man’s husband.

As he’d predicted, they weren’t thrilled. Especially his mother. Fortunately, he’d been able to get off the phone with her before he said something he couldn’t take back.

They couldn’t understand why they’d brought Tamsin home in the first place when they thought she should be in a “home.”

Like Tamsin was a sack of meat without feelings or thoughts.

They thought she was a “vegetable.”

God, how he hated that word with a fucking passion. It wasn’t like she was a damn squash or something. She was a person, the woman he loved.

The woman Neil loved.

They were miles down the road beyond the point of the DNR and heroic measures being taken. He didn’t care about any of that. He couldn’t fault Neil for his decisions, because had he been awake and functioning when she was admitted, he would have been begging them to save her life, too.

She was alive, and she was with them.

That was, honestly, more than he’d thought possible after seeing her in the ICU for the first time and finding out what she’d survived, the extent of her injuries.

He wasn’t even sure then if she’d survive. Neil had no true idea how close she’d come to dying, multiple times.

The fact that she’d hung on and fought proved that they’d made the right choice.

He’d work on trying to assuage Neil’s self-recriminations later.

Today, he wanted to enjoy their wedding.

Maybe this was as much as they’d ever get back of their Tamsin.

If so, then that’s how they’d live their lives, taking care of her, and taking care of each other.

 

* * * *

 

Everyone arrived, and before Dex realized it they had what felt like a houseful of people, even though it was less than twenty guests.

Once everyone had arrived, they all gathered together around Tamsin’s bed, Dex on her left and Neil on her right, holding her hands, as well as reaching behind the end of the bed and holding each other’s hand. Loren stood at the foot of the bed.

Dex wished he could handle doing something…more for Neil today, something better, but he didn’t have it in him.

He was barely holding it together. The last thing he wanted to do was crumble when Neil had practically bare-handedly managed to hold his shit together and accomplished a miracle by bringing Tamsin home.

He owed Neil composure. Hell, he owed the man Tamsin’s life.

This wasn’t Neil’s fault, but this should have been Tamsin’s day, and it killed Dex that he couldn’t lift her out of that bed and fix what was wrong with her. He was her fiancé and her Dominant and totally helpless.

Mevi played and sang an acoustic version of a love ballad for them, one that Tam loved. When the song had first been released, everyone thought it was a man’s song about the woman he loved. It wasn’t until after Mevi met and married Doyle and came out about being gay that he revealed the truth behind the song, and Mevi re-released the new, acoustic version. Complete with a new music video.

This time, completely true to his heart.

Once he finished, Loren took over.

“Short version?” Loren confirmed.

Dex nodded. “For today, yes, please.”

Neil nodded in agreement. “Quick and easy.”

“Rings?”

Dex shook his head.

Loren opened her small book that he’d seen her read from dozens of times before, for weddings and collarings. It was actually a journal, he knew from asking her, where she’d written down variations for a wide spectrum of ceremonies.

“I’ve known Neil and Tamsin for several years now, and Dex, you’re a wonderful, wonderful man. I know this isn’t what any of you envisioned, but it’s still beautiful, in its way. Love is love, and it’s obvious that love lives in this house, with the three of you. The old verse about love being patient and kind is embodied within these four walls, and under this roof, in all three of you. Please know that you are loved by a larger community of friends who want nothing but happiness and healing for all three of you. Dex, do you take Neil as your husband?”

Dex nodded. “I do.”

“Neil, do you take Dex as your husband?”

“I do.”

“Then by the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I now pronounce you married.”

He squeezed Neil’s hand and realized the other man was crying. Neil leaned in and kissed Tamsin’s forehead, then whispered something in her ear, too low for him to hear.

Dex followed suit, except he kissed her on the lips before leaning in to whisper, “I love you, baby brat. Always.”

 

* * * *

 

“I’m sorry, Tam. I love you. Please, don’t hate me.”

Neil watched as Dex leaned in to kiss her after he’d taken his turn to whisper to her.

Had he made a mistake by asking Dex to marry him? Ed had agreed it made perfectly good sense. Then Dex rounded the bed and they kissed, a quick peck that even Laurel, who’d come with Leo, Jesse, Eva, and Nate, wouldn’t blush over.

But as they received congratulatory hugs from everyone, and he and Dex and Loren and Ed all signed the marriage license and wedding certificate, Neil couldn’t shake his pain.

Sure, he’d jokingly been envious of Tam’s relationship with Neil. Not in a serious way, but an I wish he was my guy kind of way.

Now, Dex was his guy.

This is not how I wanted that to happen.

Logically, duh, he knew he hadn’t caused this.

Still, even his soul ached.

As everyone except Sarah, their nurse, moved out onto the lanai to start grilling the burgers, Neil lingered behind for a moment. He stared down at Tam, brushing his fingers along the back of her hand.

I’d kill for you to look me in the eye right now and tell me I fucked up by taking your guy.

That was something he couldn’t say aloud with Sarah sitting there.

There were a lot of things he couldn’t say to her with Sarah sitting right there.

So many things he wanted to say to Tam.

Beg his sweet baby brat to come out and play, promise her an ass full of cane marks and an hour with the vibrator if she’d smile for him and just ask for…something.

Plead with her to call him “Sir” and beg for the belt.

Hold out her wrists to him for her leather cuffs.

Anything.

A hint of his sweet, beloved girl.

His friend.

His family.

He leaned in to kiss her cheek. “I love you, Tam. I love you so much.”

As he finally followed the others out onto the lanai, Neil wondered if there’d ever be a time in his life when his soul stopped hurting as badly as it had since the night he’d received Wade’s phone call and his world ended.

And he made a silent pledge to do everything he could to make Dex’s life as good as possible to try to make up for what was taken from him.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Loren and Ross were the last ones there, besides Dex and Neil, Sarah, and Tamsin, of course. Neil wasn’t in a hurry to rush Loren and Ross out the door, especially since they were helping with the final clean-up, but he’d be lying if he said he didn’t want to be as alone with Dex as possible. They couldn’t be alone-alone because of Tam and whichever nurse was on duty.

“Any plans for your big night?” Loren gently teased Dex as she and Ross helped the men finish cleaning up the kitchen.

Neil had been on his way to the sink with his hands full, carrying two empty serving bowls. Dex used the opportunity to snag the front of his shirt collar with a hooked finger, pull him in, and kiss him.

“Just a quiet evening at home,” Dex said, staring up into Neil’s eyes.

“Yeah,” Neil agreed, smiling. “We’ve had enough craziness for a while. Besides, I have to work tomorrow.”

“Tilly’s really upset she couldn’t be here,” Ross said. “She keeps e-mailing me for updates. I have a feeling I’m going to get smacked when she returns to Florida for not putting it on Facebook Live or something for her.”

He had filmed it on his cell phone for the men, as well as Doyle took pictures, which they had already e-mailed to Neil.

Neil set the bowls in the sink once Dex released him. “We’ll do something bigger for everyone in a couple of months, once life settles down. Right now, I want to let our routine here shake out. The nurses have all been great, but we’re still getting to know each other.”

“Understandable,” Loren said.

“Not saying this is an ideal situation,” Ross said, “but I have to hand it to you for creatively coming up with a workable solution.”

“Tamsin’s what matters most,” Dex said. “We’d do anything for her.”

Neil forced the smile to not slip from his face. “Anything.”

 

* * * *

 

Dex hoped Neil would have patience with him. The mixed bag of emotions he experienced today would take him long enough to unpack without even getting into the issue of…them.

Had Dex meant his vows? Absolutely. Had he meant what he said to Neil when he’d agreed to this? That it was just the two of them—well, three including Tamsin—and for life?

Of course he had.

Only a few months ago, he and Tamsin were still debating on setting a date. That they were getting married was a given.

They had still been trying to decide on a ceremony, honeymoon, all of those details that, at the time, Dex had been too busy to take a deep interest in. If Tamsin was happy, he was happy. That, and that they could afford it. His only two criteria.

In many ways, today soothed part of Dex’s soul. It was a comfort to know this man loved Tam as much as he did. It was a comfort to know he didn’t have to explain himself to Neil, that they got along well, that they were on the same page.

Many people knew each other far less than that and got married with far more extreme differences separating them.

Neil deserved happiness. Dex hoped he could give it to him, in some way.

Once they’d finished cleaning up the kitchen, and had bid good-bye to Loren and Ross, it was still early, not even dark yet. Dex sent Neil on ahead to the bedroom and stopped by the living room to speak with Sarah.

“If we don’t see you before you leave, thanks for being here today.”

She smiled and made a shooing motion. “Go enjoy your wedding night. We’ve got this under control.”

While there hadn’t been any explicit discussions with any of the staff about his and Neil’s relationship status, or Tamsin’s, he understood some of the nurses would be infinitely more comfortable with the full truth than others.

Sarah was one of them. Tonight he didn’t want to take time away from Neil to explain it, though.

“Thanks.”

He softly closed the bedroom door behind him—their bedroom door.

He found Neil standing at the vertical blinds covering the sliders that led to the lanai. He stared out them, at the pool.

Dex walked up behind him and wrapped his arms around him. “So how many times did you watch us play and wank in here?”

He snorted. “Enough.” He reached out and pulled on the cord to close the blinds before turning to face him. “Does that bother you?”

“No. I knew you were watching. If we wanted privacy, we shut the bedroom door. I kind of liked knowing you appreciated my ass. Besides, I figured if you liked to watch, the least I could do was give you a good show for how well you took care of her.”

Neil seemed to need a moment to compose his thoughts. When he spoke, his voice sounded soft, sad. “Look, I don’t want you to feel like you’re obligated—”

Dex reached up, grabbed his head, and pulled in him for a hard, deep kiss.

Yeah, not having that shit tonight.

He wanted Neil to let go for a couple of hours. They had trusted care for Tamsin. They had each other.

It had to be enough.

Had to be.

Dex started backing toward the bed and pulling Neil with him. Right now, he’d gladly catch if Neil wanted to pitch. Round two, they could switch things up.

They had a limited slice of time available to them, before he had to return to work, where they could shake the bad kind of kinks out of this between them and build a solid foundation for life.

Words meant nothing if Dex couldn’t show Neil how he felt.

He let Neil come up for air. “Show me what you got, Prince.”

Neil smiled, and for a blissful moment there was no pain, no grief, no worry. The carefree smile of a guy who’d just gotten married for the first time.

Neil pulled him into his arms. “My terms?”

“Your terms.”

He kissed Dex, long and sweet, hardening Dex’s cock and making him finally grind against Neil. “Stay,” Neil whispered.

He disengaged himself from Dex and walked over to the dresser where the TV sat. He also had a small stereo there, and he plugged his phone into it, pulling up a playlist.

Sultry jazz filled the room.

Neil pulled the hem of Dex’s shirt up and over his head, tossing it to the floor before he discarded his own shirt. Then Neil took him into his arms and slowly danced with him.

Skin to skin, they swayed in time together and as Dex stared up at this man, he realized maybe he didn’t know him as well as he thought he did.

 

* * * *

 

Neil was many things, but an idiot wasn’t one of them. He’d decided he wouldn’t pressure Dex for anything beyond honesty and faithfulness.

That was it.

Not exactly a high bar.

He damn sure wouldn’t pressure him to play a role he might not be comfortable with. That Dex was giving him this much was…beyond anything he could hope for. Yeah, they’d had some pretty hot—and desperate—encounters over the past several days. As much a way to escape reality as to blow off sexual tension. To try to heal a little the only way they knew how.

But if Dex was offering, he wouldn’t turn him down.

How many nights had he imagined this exact scenario? Well, not exact. In those mental masturbations, he was fine with Tamsin watching from the sidelines while he fantasized he was seducing Dex.

He’d always privately thought that, together, the two of them could give Dex the perfect life. She could be his play toy, and he could show Dex a whole other world of love and lust he’d been missing out on.

Dex would never have to hold back with him, could always fuck him as long and hard as he wanted, even while Tamsin could be cute and cuddly and their fun little baby brat.

The only thing missing to make this moment perfect was Tamsin.

Yeah, he’d been in love with his best friend’s boyfriend for…a while.

Would that make him a douche to admit it? Especially when Dex hadn’t said it to him yet?

Did it even matter now? The whys were beyond Neil’s control.

He had the nows and the futures.

He would make the most of them.

Lowering his mouth to Dex’s, he teased, tasted, traced lines along his lips and savored every single second and memory. This wasn’t their first night now, but it was their first night married.

If Dex would let him, he’d spend the rest of their lives together showing him how good they could be together. Keeping him happy and satisfied.

Moving over to the bed, Neil stretched out over Dex and slowly kissed his way down Dex’s chest. He teased his nipples with teeth and tongue, nipping and playing and loving every low hiss of pleasure he drew from Dex’s mouth.

Savoring it.

Wanting more.

He already knew what the guy sounded like when he came.

Neil wanted to make him make those sounds for him.

Slowly, he followed the light treasure trail down to the waistband of Dex’s shorts, easing them lower as he kissed his way back and forth across his flesh. Once Dex’s cock was finally visible, Neil slowly engulfed it in his mouth, Dex’s soft moans completely hardening Neil’s cock.

After getting Dex’s shorts off him, Neil settled in between his legs, worshipping this fine cock, his balls, all of him. Maybe he wasn’t Tam, but he’d show Dex he could keep him satisfied.

As Dex’s cock pulsed under his attention, Neil drew it out, keeping him at a simmer, wanting him to remember this night like no other.

Wanting him to beg for it so he could give it to him.

 

* * * *

 

Dex tried not to make comparisons, but…damn. The man had a hot fucking mouth on him.

Had he truly appreciated this fact months ago, Tamsin most definitely would have gotten her wish back then.

It felt like Neil was reverently exploring his cock, trying to orally memorize it, keeping the heat turned up and not even trying to get him over yet.

He reached down to stroke Neil’s hair, and the man laced fingers with him, pinning his hands to the mattress.

There probably wasn’t another person on the planet he would have trusted to have that much control over him like that except Neil.

At some point, he found himself begging, pleading, his balls throbbing and aching for relief.

Neil sat up, smiling. “That’s what I wanted to hear, Princess.” He quickly shed his shorts and grabbed a towel, lube, and condom. When Dex felt Neil’s cock breaching his ass, Dex knew this wasn’t only where he wanted to be right now, it was where he needed to be.

With the only man who could truly share his life and understand what he was going through.

Neil slung Dex’s legs over his shoulders and leaned in, arms reaching under Dex’s and holding on to his shoulders.

His mouth closed over Dex’s and he slowly rocked in time with him as Neil made love to him.

 

* * * *

 

I love you, I love you, I love you.

In his mind, Neil said it to Dex over and over.

As he long-stroked Dex, savoring this moment, he hoped he wasn’t setting himself up for heartbreak.

More heartbreak.

Six months or a year from now? Five?

Ten?

If she lived that long, or decades?

Would he be enough?

He took his time, adjusting his angle until he really felt Dex trying to rock with him, knowing he’d finally found the sweet spot. Between them, Dex’s hard cock rubbed, flesh to flesh, pre-cum slicking both of their abs.

Dex’s hands held on to Neil’s shoulders, digging in, the pleasant kind of pain that only drove Neil’s need.

That’s when Dex started making those noises, soft, guttural, getting close to the edge. Neil wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold on until he felt Dex’s ass spasming, squeezing him, and one hand moved to the back of Neil’s head to hold him in a hard, crushing kiss that muffled Dex’s moans. Between them, hot cum created instant lube and Neil started pounding, deep, hard thrusts until he finally climaxed. As he fell still, his balls filling the condom, Dex didn’t break the kiss. Now tender, exploring, sweet.

Loving.

Neil stared down at him. “Mine,” he whispered.

Dex smiled, nuzzling noses with him. “Mine,” he whispered back.

 

* * * *

 

They cleaned up and dozed off. With the weight of the wedding off their shoulders, and Tamsin’s care now ensured, they both collapsed into an unintended nap for a couple of hours, waking up hungry after dark.

While they’d been pre-occupied, Sarah had left and Angela had come on duty for the night shift. Dex waited until Neil had walked into the kitchen to lean in and whisper in Angela’s ear.

“Might not want to come into the kitchen for a little bit.”

She smiled and dropped him a wink before going back to reading her Kindle.

Neil was plating leftovers to nuke for them when Dex walked in. Once he had the first plate done and the second in and heating, Dex stepped in behind him, where he stood at the kitchen sink, and leaned in.

“Hands on the sink,” Dex whispered, nudging Neil’s feet wider apart.

“What—”

Dex grabbed a handful of hair on the back of Neil’s head and bent him over. “Shhh. Behave.”

Neil’s body tensed, then relaxed as he spread his legs.

“Good. Stay there.” He released his hair and reached around him to unfasten his shorts and shove them down his legs before Dex opened his own shorts and fished his stiff cock out.

Pulling the bottle of lube from his pocket, he quickly slicked his cock and then stepped into position, easily sliding deep into Neil’s ass.

Neil bit back his moan, his head dropping while he thrust his ass out and back against Dex.

“Yeah, just like that,” Dex said. He fucked Neil hard, fast, pounding him, wanting it quick and dirty and fun.

A new memory to tuck away for those more difficult, lonely times when his grief still tried to pluck him from life.

After he’d filled Neil’s ass, he reached around and stroked Neil’s cock for him, quickly getting him off. They stood there for a moment before Dex reached for the faucet to wash his hand off, but Neil intercepted him, pulling it up to his mouth and licked his cum off Dex’s hand.

Dex’s cock twitched with interest, but their earlier activity and this meant it’d be a while before he could manage a third time.

Wedding night or not.

Finally, he withdrew his spent cock from Neil’s ass and Neil turned in Dex’s arms, kissing him.

“Staking a claim, huh?” Neil asked.

“Well, duh. You got to claim my ass. Fair’s fair.”

Neil wore a sweet, sated smile. “I take it you warned Angela not to come in here?”

“I might have.”

“Sneaky.” Another kiss. “Go clean up so we can eat.” He pulled his own shorts up and washed his hands while Dex headed out the back kitchen doorway to the hall so she couldn’t see him.

That was the only drawback to this arrangement, that Dex and Neil couldn’t throw down whenever or wherever they wanted in the house without worrying about someone watching them.

It was a small price to pay to have Tamsin safely home with them, the quality of her care guaranteed.

Their minds at ease, in one way, at least.

Dex cleaned up and passed the living room to give Angela a thumbs-up before returning to the kitchen. Neil had already set their plates on the table, but hadn’t taken a seat yet.

“What’s wrong?”

“Where do you want to sit?” Neil quietly asked.

He’d started to reach for a chair, but the tone of Neil’s question pierced through his brain and he turned.

Neil stared at the table.

Shit. I’m an idiot.

With his hands on Neil’s shoulders, he stared up into his eyes. “Why don’t you sit where you normally sit, buddy? I’ll sit on your right.” He offered him a smile. “Like you said, we’ll take turns.”

“Really?”

He reached for Neil’s hand and gently squeezed. “Really.”

Tears rolled down Neil’s cheeks. “This isn’t fair to you. You’re supposed to be marrying her. You love her.”

“This isn’t fair to any of the three of us, but it is what it is.” Dex squeezed again. “You’re my husband, I’m your husband. We’ve got each other, and we’ll take care of her and each other. Okay?”

Neil nodded and brushed at his eyes with his other hand.

They finally took their seats and Dex wondered if he’d even be enough to help Neil find some level of healing he could live with.

And if so, how long it would take. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Dex was packing to head to work. Two weeks back on the job, and he was still trying to find his center. His pain levels were decreasing, and he made use of the exercise room at the station to keep building his stamina.

After opening his dresser drawer, he stared at the jeweler’s box sitting there, holding his and Tamsin’s rings, as well as her day collar. Her engagement ring also rested in there for safety. Fortunately, it hadn’t been lost, thanks to Wade’s quick thinking.

His and hers wedding bands. A matching pair. He’d let her pick the pattern because he honestly hadn’t cared what it looked like, as long as she was happy with it. He usually couldn’t risk wearing his at work anyway and had planned to get a stainless steel chain to put it on to wear around his neck for safekeeping.

Finally, unable to help it, he reached out and plucked the box from where it rested and opened it. The day they’d picked them out was indelibly etched in his brain. They still hadn’t set a date yet when they’d purchased them, but he’d wanted it done and out of the way so he’d know what the rest of their wedding budget was. Plus, the jewelers had been having a sale.

Tamsin hadn’t picked an expensive set, but they were pretty, gold with a scrollwork design etched on them. She’d been happy with them.

That had been all that mattered to him.

He slipped his wedding band on, sadness hitting him. One month married tomorrow, and he knew he loved Neil. Not just loved him.

Was in love with him.

He would spend the rest of his life with Neil. This he knew with quiet certainty.

And it wasn’t only because their Tamsin was gone and he wasn’t able to leave her or move on because of his love for her.

No, it wasn’t something that he likely would have discovered before the accident, but the circumstances had led him here, and he was done trying to convince himself this was temporary.

This was life. Their life.

The only life they got. A damned short one, too.

He’d be damned if he would waste another minute of it or not make use of every fricking second he was blessed with.

Neil was a good man, a loving man.

A man he knew was convinced that he loved Dex more than Dex loved him.

A couple of weeks ago, Dex might have agreed with him.

But not now. Now, Dex knew this was far more than a marriage of convenience.

This was true love, and Neil deserved to have every bit of him, his body and his heart, not just a piece of paper giving them certain legal rights.

If their positions were reversed, and it was him in the bed and Tamsin in his place and marrying Neil, or anyone else, he knew he would never begrudge her that. Life was hard in the best of times.

Trying to survive something like they were currently going through alone was cruel.

He’d never want her to be unhappy or alone.

And Tamsin loved Neil. Trusted him. In many ways, Dex knew he owed her to take care of Neil as much as Neil was taking care of Tamsin.

And taking care of him.

Leaving Tamsin’s engagement ring and day collar behind in his drawer, he removed his wedding band, put it back in the ring box, and tucked that into his pocket. After saying good-bye to Tamsin and the nurse, he headed out for work, even though it was still really early.

He had an errand to run first.

When he finished his shift the next day and was on his way home, he made another stop before he returned home, by the same place, to pick something up. They’d called him that morning to notify him it’d come in.

When he returned home, it was late in the afternoon, and Neil wasn’t home yet.

Once he said hi to Tamsin, he grabbed a shower and got dinner started. Neil arrived home a little after six, and Dex stood in the kitchen doorway and watched, his heart twisting as Neil first walked into the living room to lean in and say hi to Tamsin, kiss her forehead. Smooth her hair back from her face. Talk to the nurse.

Much in the same way he himself had not too long before.

Neil walked over and offered him a tired smile and leaned in for a kiss, the most natural thing in the world now.

“Hey, Princess.” he whispered.

“Hey, Prince.” Dexter took his hand. “Come here. I have something for you.”

“What?”

Dex led him down the hall to Neil’s bedroom—their bedroom. Even though Dex still kept his clothes in the other bedroom, he never slept there. When he wasn’t working, he always slept with Neil, in his bed.

Their bed.

Ever since that first night together.

Even if it was in the daytime and Neil wasn’t home. In those times, it wasn’t uncommon for him to take Neil’s pillow and hold it in his arms, inhaling the man’s comforting scent.

Dex had left the jeweler’s box on the bedside table, and after closing the bedroom door behind them, he walked over to the table and picked the box up.

Then he turned and dropped down on one knee in front of Neil.

“What are you doing?” Neil asked.

“What I should have done the first time, except I still sort of had my head up my ass.” He opened the jeweler’s box and took out a wedding band, the new one, a match to his, only one size smaller to account for Neil’s thinner fingers.

“I love you. What we have isn’t just convenience for me.” Dex took Neil’s left hand in his and slipped the band on his finger. “Thank you for marrying me. I love you, I’m in love with you, and that’s something I should have made sure I said to you long before now.”

The ring was a perfect fit.

Neil dropped to his knees in front of Dex, tears in his eyes. “I love you, too. But I didn’t get you a ring.”

Dex smiled and held up the box. “You can use this one.” His smile faded. “Then let’s put hers on her together.”

Dex didn’t miss how Neil’s hands trembled as he took the ring and slipped it onto Dex’s finger. Then Neil cupped the back of Dex’s neck and kissed him.

“I love you so much. Thank you for not giving up on her.”

“Never.” Dex wrapped his arms around Neil. “You’re stuck with me, you damn Dom. For life.”

Neil rested his forehead against Dex’s. “If…if. Or, when. I don’t expect you to have to stay with me…after.”

“Just try getting rid of me. I don’t let any old guy call me Princess and fuck my ass. Takes a very special kind of guy to get me to keep wanting to live.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil felt like he couldn’t breathe. The ring had already warmed to his flesh and he wouldn’t deny feeling more than a few wistful pangs the past few weeks over the course of adding Dex to all his insurance and stuff at work, as well as completing paperwork with Ed.

No ring to prove it.

Nothing to show the world Dex was his husband, except a piece of paper.

Wondering if Dex was doing this only because it was the logical thing, or because he really felt more for Neil.

Until now.

“Not many guys I’d bend over for and bottom to, either,” Neil said.

“You know, today’s our one-month anniversary.”

Neil blinked away tears. He’d thought about that all day, debating whether or not to say anything. “Yeah.”

Dex stood and pulled Neil to his feet. He wore that playful smile that had always turned Neil’s crank ever since he’d accepted him as Tamsin’s boyfriend and stopped wanting to make him disappear.

Turning Neil, Dex gently pushed him back onto the bed and straddled him. Then he reached to unfasten Neil’s belt and slacks. “I want a little something from my hubby before dinner.”

Since that first night, they usually managed to have sex a couple of times a week around Dex’s work schedule, even if it was nothing more than Dex hopping into the shower with Neil to give him a quick handjob before Neil blew him.

Dex’s brown gaze focused on Neil’s as Dex slid the zipper down on Neil’s slacks, slowly, teasing him. By the time he fished Neil’s cock out of his briefs, it was hard and aching to feel any part of Dex’s body touching it.

Holding his breath, Neil watched as Dex leaned in, their gazes still locked together, and he licked the tip of Neil’s cock.

A sharp hiss escaped Neil. “Damn, man. What are you doing to me?”

“Showing my husband how I feel about him.” His warm breath brushed over the head of Neil’s cock.

The sexy, sweet smile curving Dex’s lips made Neil’s cock throb. Then the tip, and more, disappeared between those same sexy lips.

“Fuuuuck,” Neil whispered. He grabbed a pillow and pulled it under his head so he could keep watching Dex blow him for the first time.

Something else he’d long ago decided he’d never mention, never push for. He knew if Dex ever wanted to go down on him, he would. He’d been happy just to have Dex wanting to sleep in the same bed with him every night. Everything else was a bonus.

Apparently, Dex had been paying attention to blow jobs he’d received in the past, whether from him, or maybe Tamsin. He laved his tongue along the underside of Neil’s cock, swirling around the head, lightly teasing the glans.

With Dex swallowing him deep, Neil knew it wouldn’t take him long to get over at this rate.

Still, Dex never broke eye contact with him.

“Do you want…me to warn you before? So you can—”

“Mm-mm.” A definite no.

Then Dex dropped a wink and lightly sucked, long-stroking Neil’s cock with his mouth.

The explosion caught Neil off-guard. One second he’d been not quite there, and the next his balls were eagerly pumping every drop of cum inside them into Dex’s waiting mouth.

Neil’s hand caught Dex’s hair, fingers twining, stroking, not holding him there, though. After a moment, Dex crawled up his body to deeply kiss him. Neil wrapped arms and legs around him.

Tasted himself on this gorgeous man’s lips.

His husband.

“Happy anniversary, mister,” Dex whispered.

Neil chuckled, kissing him. “Happy anniversary, babe.”

Dex arched an eyebrow. “That’s Princess, thank you very much.”

“You mean it? For life?”

“Yeah.” Dex sighed. “I figure it this way—if we ever get to a point where we really feel we need to beat someone, I’m sure we can hook up with play partners at Venture. Just for play.”

He touched an index finger to Neil’s lips. “I’m not sharing you sexually with someone.”

Left unsaid, the increasingly remote possibility of Tamsin awakening one day.

Neither of them had mentioned that much lately.

“I don’t want to be shared,” Neil said. “And there’s only one person I’d be okay sharing you with, and…” He didn’t finish.

He didn’t have to. Dex sadly smiled and nodded before leaning in for another kiss.

Sometimes, Neil still wondered when—or indeed if—the other shoe would drop. That, one day, Dex might wake up, realize he couldn’t live like this, and leave.

Those thoughts grew less frequent by the day. It was easier to banish them when the man slept in bed with him every night.

Every night he was home, at least.

And now, with a ring on his finger, he knew Dex meant this as much as he did.

Dex rolled off him, beside him, fumbled for and found Neil’s hand and laced fingers with him. “We’re something, aren’t we?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t wish we were in the accident, and I damn sure don’t wish she was lying in that bed. But I can’t change any of that. I also can’t imagine being anywhere but with you right now.” He squeezed Neil’s hand. “This is where I want to be. And you are who I want to be with. I don’t just love you. I’m in love with you.”

It took Neil a moment to find his voice. “I used to fantasize about you, all the time. I know that sounds creepy, but I never knew…” Neil brushed at his eyes. “I never wanted anything like this to happen to her.”

“I know. It’s okay.” Dex nuzzled Neil’s shoulder, kissing him. “I can’t do this without you. I’m not even talking about the physical part of taking care of her. I cannot do this without you.”

Neil tipped his head to the side to nuzzle him. “I can’t do this without you, either. I don’t even want to think about trying.” Neil rolled on top of him. “Want me to take care of something for you?”

Sexy and sweet, Dex’s smile had a way of taking Neil’s heart and spinning it into knots. “After dinner. Right now, let’s put this on her finger.” He held up her ring, staring at it. “I want her to wear it. She’s ours. And I want our ring on her finger, even if she doesn’t know it’s there.”

 

* * * *

 

Dex sat up and watched Neil change into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. He absolutely did love this man. For the rest of their lives, he’d get to be with Neil.

I hope you’d be happy for us, babe.

Sometimes, he talked to her in his head. No, she wasn’t dead, but every day that passed with no improvement was a slight tick of that invisible gauge toward the zero mark where there wouldn’t be any hope left.

He didn’t want to think like that, but he’d done the research. Neil, he suspected, was a little more in denial than he was, more focused on her immediate day-to-day needs, what had to happen for a best outcome without focused consideration on the long odds.

Of course Dex would take care of her. He would take care of her until he physically couldn’t push his body any longer…or until hers gave out. He would do everything in his power to give her PT and make sure she was getting proper nutrition and hydration, watch for any symptoms of UTIs, protect her skin—everything.

He would talk to her as if she could hear and understand every word he said.

What he could not afford to do any longer—for his sake or Neil’s—was ignore the man sharing his life in hopes that Dex could one day hear Tam speak his name again. Not without risking his and Neil’s sanities.

Neil loved her. Completely.

And Neil loved him.

He owed the man his love, his faith.

They returned to the living room and Dex removed her left splint and gently massaged her hand and fingers, bringing it to his lips so he could kiss it.

Holding her hand out so Neil could slip her wedding band onto her ring finger.

Sarah, their nurse right now until the night nurse arrived, cocked her head. “You weren’t wearing rings before, were you?”

“No,” Dex said. “Today’s our one-month wedding anniversary.” He stroked Tamsin’s hand. “We wanted to do this for her. She’s always going to be a major part of our lives. Our lives revolve around her. Our love for her. These were the rings she’d picked out for her and myself. I bought Neil one that matches.”

Sarah was a kind woman in her late fifties, frequently bringing the men home-baked banana nut bread or other goodies. She’d spent over thirty years as a nurse.

She laid down her sudoku book and wiped at her eyes. “I know this might sound trite, but I love working for you two. I’ve told my supervisor that I’ve worked a lot of situations that weren’t ideal for anyone, but you two are amazing. She’s very lucky. I wish she could know how lucky she is to have you both.”

“That’s because she’s special to both of us.” Neil’s voice cracked as he reached over and brushed Tamsin’s hair with his hand. “She’s ours. We both love her, in our own way. She’s our best friend, his fiancée, my adopted family. Even before the accident, our worlds revolved completely around her. We can’t not take care of her. That means we have to take care of each other, too.”

Dex draped an arm around Neil’s shoulders. “Exactly.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

They’d arranged with the home health care company for the day nurses to have the day off on Christmas. Neil and Dex would be alone with Tam from seven that morning until eight that night, when Karyn would come on duty.

That was fine with them. Dexter knew this holiday was far more difficult on Neil than it was on him, because of his longer history with Tamsin.

Christmas had been their thing. But especially Tamsin’s, and, by extension, Neil’s. She’d always had fun Christmases growing up, just her and her mom, a tradition she’d lost in the years between her mom’s death and moving in with Neil.

Dex knew from what Tam had told him that it meant the world to her that Neil let her take over Christmas and draw him into the celebration. Neil had gotten used to it, too, quickly growing to love their new shared traditions.

They’d had friends extend invitations to come eat dinner with them, but all Neil and Dex wanted to do was be alone with Tamsin for a few hours.

She’d always been the one to put up their Christmas tree and decorate the house. She had a silly little elf hat that Neil had bought for her their first year living together, thinking it’d be “punishment” to make her wear it.

She’d owned it, rocking it, loving it. It’d become their running joke and a beloved tradition. Dex had loved being brought into the festivities, last year Neil and Tamsin holding Christmas two days early so Dex could eat dinner with them and open presents, because he had to work on Christmas Day.

This year, the house didn’t feel the same without her energy there to guide them, even though Dex had taken over the bulk of the decorating. He’d surprised Neil one day after Thanksgiving, when Dex had a weekday off. Neil had come home to find the tree up and the house decorated much as Tamsin would have.

Later that night, Dex had held Neil while he sobbed himself to sleep in their bed.

Today, the men cooked a turkey with all the fixings and carefully moved Tam from her bed to the couch, the center recliner section, so they could sit on either side of her and hold her hands as they watched A Christmas Story together, the men laughing at all the funny lines.

Another tradition, more for Neil’s benefit than for Dex’s. It was something the two of them did together every year. There were several other movies they’d watch together as the day progressed. Movies she’d watched and loved with her mom.

While the aroma of roasting turkey filled the house, Neil stared at Dex. “Thank you,” he quietly said.

“You’re welcome, but for what?”

Neil nodded toward the tree. “This. Everything. For remembering how important this was to me. You didn’t have to put up the tree. And I know you traded off Thanksgiving and New Year’s for taking today off. I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s part of the job. It’s just another day to me.” He reached across the top of the sofa, above Tamsin’s head, to pat Neil’s arm. “I wanted to try to make this day as good for you as I can.”

When Neil spoke, his low, choked tone nearly broke Dex’s heart.

“That first year, when I said I was only going to put up a little ceramic tree I have, I literally thought she was going to lose her mind. She dug her artificial tree out of storage, and her ornaments, that had all been her mom’s stuff. She turned this place into a winter wonderland, and…”

Neil sighed. “I felt like a kid again with her. We didn’t exchange expensive gifts, either. She combed through used bookstores and PaperbackSwap.com to find me books she thought I’d like. I bought her a new birdbath and feeder for the side yard and new guitar strings from Amazon.”

Dex didn’t interrupt him, knowing Neil needed to talk about this. Neil stared at Tamsin’s face, stroking her cheek, smoothing her hair. Her hair had grown back, and they paid a stylist to come in once a month to take care of her. They’d had her long, naturally dark blonde hair cut short, at first, the choppy, uneven lengths left over from her surgeries unsettling to both men. Now it was nearly down to her shoulders again.

Dex knew Neil had asked the stylist if he could keep that sad ponytail she’d had to cut off on the first visit. He kept it tucked in a small plastic bag in his dresser.

He couldn’t fault the man. While still in the hospital, Dex had asked Wade to go with Neil to the wrecker yard where her car had been towed to search through it and gather all their belongings, specifically to make sure he found the little dreamcatcher that had hung from her rearview mirror.

Her mom had given it to her.

Fortunately, it had survived the accident. It now hung from the rearview mirror in his car. Pink and teal, maybe it wasn’t the most masculine-looking car accessory, but it had been hers.

“I knew that first Christmas we spent together, screwing up the turkey a little, and finishing off nearly a whole bottle of Kahlúa, that we’d be friends for life.” Neil’s sad smile made it hard for Dexter to hold back his own tears. “Beyond the fun we had as playpartners, we were friends first. Aren’t we, sweetheart?”

Neil leaned in and kissed her cheek. “My baby brat. You sure are picking the hard way to bank punishment strokes, you know that?”

Tears rolled down his cheeks as his hand dropped to hers, holding it, gently squeezing. “Talk to me, Tam. Please. Look at me, baby. That would be the best Christmas present ever.”

Today, her eyes were open. She blinked spontaneously, but they hadn’t seen any reactions from her, only reflexes.

As much as Dex’s own heart was shattered, destroyed, the remains were ground into the dirt that much harder seeing how shredded Neil was. He had known and loved her longer.

And considering how Neil had held him while he cried, and listened to him talk about her, it was only fair he do the same for Neil.

“She’s playing hard to get,” Dex tried to tease, forcing a lighter tone he didn’t feel. “Once again, knowing I’ll let her off easy because I’m a big softy. She can always get out of it by hiding behind me.” He stroked her right arm, his fingers lacing with hers. “She knows she has me wrapped around her fingers. I’m a wussie Dom compared to you.”

Neil laid his head over on her shoulder. “I’ll let you watch us together, baby,” he said. “I’ll bend over and let him cane my damn ass before he fucks it, if you’ll just wake up and talk to us.”

“Nah, I get to bend over and get caned and fucked first,” Dex said. “I called dibs.” He pressed his face against her hair and struggled not to cry, knowing if he lost it, so would Neil. “And I’ll show you how good I’m getting at blowing him.”

A choked laugh from Neil. “He’s getting pretty damn good, baby. Wouldn’t you like to watch that? You always said you would. Here’s your chance. We’ll even let you tell us what you want to see us do. Anything you want. Lady’s choice.”

Dex heard the timer go off on his phone, time to baste the turkey.

“I’ll go get it,” he volunteered, sitting up before Neil could. “You stay out here with her and relax.”

After walking around where Tamsin was sitting positioned in the recliner, Dex leaned in and kissed Neil, hard, deeply. Then he kissed Tam’s cheek. “Come back to us, babe, and you can watch us all you want.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil knew damn well what Dex was attempting.

Damn, I love that man.

Dex was doing his best to make this day as good a one as he could for Neil. Because even though Neil still stuck to his rule of treating Tamsin like she could hear every word they said, inside, Neil had his doubts.

Doubts that grew stronger every day.

And Dex knew that.

How many nights had Dex held him while he cried over another day where the therapy appointment didn’t produce any results? How many times had Dex sadly watched as Neil spent hours trying to get Tam to reproduce what was likely a one-off reflexive movement?

She wasn’t brain-dead. She wasn’t in pain.

But she was locked inside her head and unable to respond. He’d done research. He’d tried to see if maybe she really was “locked in,” maybe she could respond with blinking, or with eye movements.

Except…she didn’t.

The fleeting, sporadic anomalies, the movements and reactions, weren’t consistent enough to be classified as anything but incidental or reflexive, even by the most lenient and understanding of doctors and therapists. It’d been months now since she’d been back home, and she’d hit a plateau. Everyone was in complete agreement that her physical condition, all things considered, was excellent. That her care was above average.

Neil loved Dex even more for his consideration and compassion. For putting up with him and his need to do this for Tam.

For humoring him even when Neil knew Dex was also becoming quietly resigned to Tam never coming back to them.

Neil knew he might be leaning in that direction, too, but he’d never give voice to it.

Would never give up on her.

He couldn’t.

He loved her.

He’d promised to protect her and keep her safe, to take care of her.

He wouldn’t break that promise to her.

Ever.

He held her hand pressed against his cheek. “He’s a good guy, sweetheart. He deserves to get his happy ending with you instead of me.” He tucked his head against hers. “That’s why you have to come back to us from wherever you are. He needs you. If you don’t come back for me, please come back for him.”

 

* * * *

 

Later that afternoon, after Neil and Dex had eaten their lunch, they moved Tamsin back to her bed and hooked up her EMS unit to her legs. They used it on her several times a week in conjunction with physical therapy, mostly on her arms and legs, to try to prevent muscle atrophy. It wasn’t a perfect solution, only one small part of a larger overall plan. Just like the hand and leg splints they used to hopefully prevent contraction of her tendons. Plus, Nate came out twice a week to do acupuncture treatments on her, which always seemed to leave her more alert after.

Neil suspected Nate was only charging them half the price he usually would, too. They paid for it out of pocket since insurance didn’t cover it. But even the nurses had commented that it seemed to make a positive if negligible difference, and Tamsin’s doctors said since it wasn’t harming her to keep trying it.

“Who would have thought we’d ever be using an EMS or TENS unit for non-kinky purposes?” Neil joked.

“No shit. We’d better watch out or they’ll revoke our Dom cards.”

Neil spotted his playful smile. “I know, right? Doms who dare bottom to each other and who use torture devices therapeutically. How scandalous.”

Dex reached out, caught Neil’s hand, and brought it up to his lips, swiping his tongue along Neil’s palm. All while staring into Neil’s eyes, the outer corners of Dex’s crinkled in amusement. “I licked it, therefore, it’s mine.”

Neil was forced to pull Dex in for a hug. It was that, or risk the man spotting his tears.

That had been a familiar joke of Tamsin’s, done to both of them.

Hearing Dex say it painfully drove home their loss.

I need to focus on him.

“Let’s go away for your birthday next month, huh?”

Dex stared up into Neil’s eyes. “Where’d that come from?”

“You’ll be off work that weekend, right? Let’s go away. Locally. Over to Siesta Key, or down to Venice, or something.”

“When I mentioned us going somewhere for your birthday, you didn’t want to leave her.”

That had been only a few weeks after getting her home from the rehab facility. When Neil had still been desperately in the clutches of certainty that having her home would go a long way toward them being able to heal her.

Even though he’d also known at some level how nutty that theory was. Not at all grounded in facts or reality or medical knowledge.

“I trust the nurses now.” Not exactly a full-on lie, because he did trust their nurses now.

Dex reached up and cradled Neil’s face in his hands. “Let’s go talk in the kitchen, babe.”

Code for, We need to talk away from Tamsin.

Once they were in the kitchen, Dex dropped his voice. “What’s going on?”

“I want to do something special for your birthday. We haven’t even gone out to a movie…since. You’ve been through a lot.”

Dex rested his hands on Neil’s shoulders. Despite the five inches Neil had on him, he still felt like Dex currently had the upper hand. “Talk to me.”

Neil couldn’t meet Dex’s brown gaze. He focused instead on his mouth, the lips belonging to the man he loved. “I…I don’t want you to look back on this in a few years and hate me.”

“Well, that’s just crazy talk. Why would I hate you?”

“Because you’re…stuck with me.”

Dex pulled him in for a hug. “Fuck me, buddy, you’re begging for a spanking, you know that? I don’t know how much more clear I can make it that I love you. You’re my Prince, after all.”

He once again cradled Neil’s face in his hands. “Yeah, that first month after we got married, we were busy trying to get used to having her home, and the nurses, and everything else. I had feelings for you then. Why do you think I got you a ring? I wanted to make up for being an asshole and not giving you one when we got married. And for not telling you I loved you sooner.”

He made Neil lean in, their foreheads touching. His voice dropped to a whisper. “What I wish could be will eat me alive, if I let it. What we have is what we have. I love you, and I love what we have. This likely never would have happened with any other guy. I still consider myself straight. But I’m not going to meet some woman some day and say, ‘Oooh, yeah, I’m done with Neil.’ That will not happen. Because the only woman in my heart is Tam, and because I love you. I told you, I’m not sharing you, and you’re not sharing me.”

Neil gave up trying to hide his tears. “Except with Tam.”

“Except with Tam.” His fingers tangled in Neil’s hair, holding him in place. “And I think we’re both good with that.”

“Yeah.”

Neil heard Dex’s deep, soul-weary sigh. “I think,” Dex slowly said, “that you and I are on the same wavelength about…long-term. Her prognosis. I agree with everything we’re doing, but we need to quit setting ourselves up for heartbreak and focus on what is, instead of what if, or else…” He didn’t finish.

Neil closed his eyes and nodded.

Then, the feel of Dex’s lips once again kissing his tears away. “Do you really want to go away for the weekend?”

Neil nodded.

“Okay.” When Neil opened his eyes, he found Dex smiling up at him. “That mean I get the bottomy side of you for that whole weekend?”

Neil swallowed hard. Playing around the way they frequently did and seriously submitting were two different things.

Except…he trusted Dex. Completely. “Birthday boy’s choice.”

“Oooh, baby.” Dex let go of Neil’s face and wrapped his arms around him, hands gripping Neil’s ass. “Then yes, please.”

“Just remember, we take turns. I’ve heard Gilo say that being switchy is sort of a self-preservation regulation to what they do to each other. I might dish it back to you.”

“Who says I’m against that? Maybe I want you to dish it back to me.”

Neil leaned in for a kiss. “Get caught in a never-ending cycle of caning and fucking?”

“I can think of worse ways to spend our nights,” Dex teased. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Dex agreed to let Neil handle the birthday weekend arrangements. As New Year’s passed, an unfortunately busy night for Dex, he did manage to have a brief FaceTime conversation with Neil at midnight to blow him and Tamsin a kiss through the screen.

Over the next couple of weeks, Dex let that slip out of his mind. He’d already decided that it would be the weekend he asked Neil to have a recommitment ceremony with him on their one-year anniversary. They still hadn’t had the larger party they’d meant to hold for all their friends.

That could be it.

And this time, he’d go out and shop for rings for them. Their rings. They could wear the other rings on their right hands, but…

It was time to face reality. In any other world, maybe he and Tamsin were happy and planning to have a family and had been married for a couple of months already. She was happy teaching music and maybe they’d decided to keep living with Neil.

Maybe in another world they’d decided to hold off on kids and focus on enjoying these precious years with each other, going to private parties and to Venture when they could, around his schedule. Having kinky fun, an odd sort of trio. Maybe even screening Neil’s love interests and putting them through the wringer to make sure the man would gel with what the three of them already had.

Maybe in some other world Neil had already met his Mr. Right and they were happily helping him plan his wedding.

These worlds and more had frequently crossed his mind.

It had to stop.

This world was the one they lived in.

With each other.

He and Neil really hadn’t had alone time together, as a couple. Without worrying about what one of Tam’s nurses could see or hear. They’d never dated, never spent hours together doing things like normal couples did. Just a few hours snuck in here and there that, despite having qualified nurses to care for Tam, left them feeling guilty for taking that time from her.

They had a life together ahead of them, but they needed to find a way to carve out selfish bits of time for the two of them on occasion. Like parents with children. That was the only way to have a healthy marriage.

For Tam’s sake, they needed to have a healthy marriage. If they didn’t, if they couldn’t take care of themselves and each other in a healthy way, it put her at risk in more ways than one.

Right now, Dex was sitting in the back of the ambulance in the bay, having just completed an inventory. He pulled his personal phone from his pocket and stared at the lock screen.

For the past several months, it’d been a pic he’d taken of Tam one afternoon out by the pool, before the accident, the sunlight hitting her just right from the side, that playful baby brat smile on her face.

At this point, he had better chances of hitting the lottery or getting eaten by a shark than he did of her ever coming back to them like that, and he damn well knew it.

Scrolling through his phone, he looked at his pictures, struggling not to cry every time he stared at her face. He found a picture of him and Neil, one he’d taken a couple of weeks ago in front of their Christmas tree. The tree lights had given them a warm, colorful glow, and he’d managed to snap the selfie with them looking into each other’s eyes.

He loves me. He’s in love with me. And I love him. I love my husband.

He set it as his lock screen pic before returning his phone to his pocket.

 

* * * *

 

When it was time for them to leave for the weekend late Friday, Dex found Neil had already packed for both of them. As they stood in the living room and said good-bye to Tamsin, Karyn offered them an encouraging smile.

“I promise to call if anything happens. If I don’t call, then please don’t worry. You two need this time off.”

“Thanks,” Dex said before leaning in to press one more kiss to Tamsin’s lips. Today they were using cherry-flavored lip balm on her, and he tasted it as he straightened and licked his lips.

Neil leaned in and kissed Tamsin’s forehead. “Be good for Karyn. We’ll be back late Sunday, baby.”

Dex followed Neil out to Neil’s car and headed for the passenger door. He hadn’t asked Neil for any details, wanting to be surprised.

Part of that was knowing Neil wanted to surprise him.

Dex automatically laid a hand on Neil’s thigh once he’d fastened his seat belt, and it felt right when Neil’s hand covered his and squeezed.

Looking at him, Dex smiled. “I really love what we have.”

Neil’s gaze focused on him. “Me, too.”

Dex leaned in for a kiss. “Thank you for this weekend.”

Dex wouldn’t deny the look of pride on Neil’s face turned his crank. “I hope you like what I set up.”

“I know I will. I’ll be with you.”

They headed toward downtown, then across the John Ringling Causeway. Their destination was a small beach resort on Longboat Key. After checking in, they stood on the balcony and stared out at a gorgeous sunset over the Gulf. It was a little breezy, and coming off the Gulf it felt pleasantly cool in contrast to the unseasonably warm January day.

Neil had packed a cooler, including some bottles of hard cider. They stood sipping them, side-by-side, leaning on the railing, Dex’s right arm interlocked with Neil’s left, fingers laced.

“I want to have a recommitment ceremony on our one-year anniversary,” Dex said, deciding not to wait to have this conversation.

Neil stared at him. “You do?”

“Yeah.” Dex’s thumb traced Neil’s ring. “I want to shop for rings for us. Our rings.”

“What about Tamsin?”

“I still want us to wear the other rings. I was thinking we move them to our right hands.” Dex met his gaze. “You’re my husband, and I love you. I’m always going to love her, you know that. Just like I know you’ll always love her. But…” He sighed. “It’s not healthy for me to keep holding on to an unrealistic hope at the expense of what we have. If I was lying in that bed, I wouldn’t want her to put her life in stasis for me. I would want her to be happy. Maybe there will be a miracle one day. Who knows? But if that happens, we’ll handle it then and I’ll be fucking happy, believe me. Meanwhile…”

He squeezed Neil’s hand. “I need to be happy with you. I am happy with you. I need us to be happy with each other.”

Neil tipped his head onto Dex’s shoulder. “She’s not coming back to us, is she?”

“I wish I could say yes, but I don’t want to lie to you. The longer it takes, the less likely it is. It doesn’t mean I don’t love her. I do. I always will. And we’ll always take care of her. She’s the center of our lives.”

“Did I do the right thing? By making them keep her alive?”

Dex hated how pained Neil’s voice sounded. “Yes. There’s always hope. What we can’t do is live our lives waiting. We have to keep moving forward. They might come up with a treatment one day that helps.”

“Nate said he wouldn’t mind trying something different with the acupuncture. It’s like a TENS unit with needles, sort of.”

“And we can try that, too. We can try lots of stuff.” He kissed Neil’s shoulder. “Buddy, we’re a damn good team. She’d want us to be happy. The woman I know and love wouldn’t fault us for needing each other.”

Neil closed his eyes. “The woman I know and love begged me to never let her be stuck in a bed for the rest of her life.”

Dex made him turn and look into his eyes. “She loves you. She knows how much we both love her. If the brain scans were different, that’d be one thing. I’m not saying we don’t have hope or stop trying. I’m saying we don’t live our life waiting for hope to turn into reality.”

He also knew something else needed to happen this weekend, rather than waiting. “Is there time this weekend for us to hit the mall?”

“Why?”

He brought Neil’s left hand up to his lips and feathered them across his palm. “I want to shop for our rings. I don’t want to wait for that.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil felt…torn. Torn, and loathing himself. Because he loved Dex to the very depths of his soul—and he loved Tamsin.

I’ll take care of him for you. I promise.

Doyle had warned him about feeling guilty, to try to ride it out and not let it consume him.

But that no, he was not a “bad” guy for what had happened between him and Dex. It was consensual…and reframed by Doyle, it was beautiful.

Transforming horrible, tragic wreckage into beautiful art.

“Yeah, we can do that,” Neil said. “Why don’t you want to wait?”

Dex fished his phone out of his pocket and showed him the lock screen, the picture of them from Christmas.

“That’s us, buddy. This is who we are. Life’s too damn short and full of bad surprises for me to want to waste any of it.”

Then Dex pulled him in for a kiss and Neil…melted. Sure, he’d planned to let the birthday boy have his way with him this weekend, but…

Yeah.

This wasn’t just playing a role for him. If Dex wanted him, he’d give himself to the man in any way Dex wanted him.

Dex had his love and trust and no way would he give any of that up. They moved back into the suite and closed the sliding glass doors behind them. Dex took Neil’s bottle of cider and set them both on the table on their way past it to the bed.

When Neil felt the edge of the mattress pressing against his legs, he let Dex gently push him back onto the bed, that sexy smirk curling Dex’s lips as he climbed on top of Neil.

“Someone promised me a subby weekend,” Dex teased, his mouth hovering just over Neil’s lips.

“I did. I meant it.” Neil felt a welcomed and familiar bulge in the front of Dex’s shorts pressing against him.

“I hope so.” Dex started rocking his hips against Neil’s. “For your birthday, I’ll play subby for you.”

“Only if you want to.”

Dex paused, his intense brown gaze ripping all the shadows away from his soul, exposing his core. “I don’t trust anyone a fraction as much as I trust you.”

“My gorgeous man, if you don’t hurry up and fuck me, I think something might rupture in a bad way.”

Dex leaned in to kiss him, but they were quickly naked and writhing together on the bed, Dex spooned behind him, on their sides, Dex’s condom-sheathed cock up Neil’s ass and the man taking his sweet time.

Dex’s hand settled on Neil’s hip, holding him in place as he took a long, deep stroke inside him. “Know why I love this position?” he whispered in Neil’s ear.

Neil honestly didn’t care, because it felt good. And Dex’s voice in his ear sent good shivers down his spine. “Why?”

Dex nipped Neil’s earlobe. “Because I love feeling your body stretched out along mine like this.”

Neil tipped his head back to kiss him. “Gonna start out making me cry this soon, huh?”

“Wouldn’t be much of a sadist if I didn’t.” Dex’s hand trailed up from Neil’s hip to his left nipple, pinching, making Neil’s cock twitch with need. Dex didn’t stop until Neil finally gave him the moan he’d apparently been looking for. “Yeah, buddy. I get to make you make all sorts of noises this weekend you don’t usually get to make.”

Dex pinched Neil’s right nipple, back and forth, until Neil finally realized Dex wasn’t even fucking him, just torturing him.

He started to squeeze Dex’s cock with his ass, which earned him a hand cupped around his throat.

Dex whispered into his ear, “Did I tell you to try to make me come like that?”

“No, Sir.”

The two words fell from Neil’s mouth like magic.

Noting that would have to fall under the examine later label, he pressed his body against Dex’s.

“I’m in charge this weekend,” Dex said, “and I want this one to last a while.”

Just to emphasize that, he rolled Neil onto his stomach and long-stroked him a couple of times before returning to their sides. “I feel like I could fuck you all night, and maybe I’ll do just that.”

Another moan ripped itself free from Neil’s throat.

An oh, goodie moan.

The man had damn good stamina. Neil had already known that from seeing him and Tamsin together, but Neil hadn’t counted on Dex having that same kind of stamina with him.

Except…he did.

Dex bit down hard on Neil’s left shoulder, holding it until Neil finally gasped with pain. Then Dex gently sucked, licking the spot.

He was a biter.

Neil loved it.

He loved the possessive way Dex took charge when that was their dynamic, marking him in little ways.

Dex’s hand finally slid down to Neil’s cock and balls, cupping around them but not stroking. That frustrated Neil—literally—and he tried to hump himself back and forth between Dex’s cock and hand.

“Someone wants to nut,” Dex teased. “What are you willing to do to earn it?”

Neil had reached the point where speaking in tongues was looking like a viable linguistic option. “Anything Sir wants.”

“Anything?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s a dangerous blanket statement.” Dex rolled Neil’s balls in his hand, teasing but not stroking.

“Please!”

Another bite to his shoulder, closer to his neck. “There better be rope in that toybag.”

Neil swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

“I think I’m in a mood to hog-tie you and cane your ass.”

“Yes, Sir.” He felt the first hints of subspace tugging at him. He’d only hit it twice before with previous partners when he’d let them top him…and Dex seemed to have a way of dropping him into it hard and fast when Neil was on the bottom.

Then Dex’s hand started jerking Neil’s cock and he couldn’t have held back even if ordered to. As his cum coated Dex’s hand, Dex started fucking him, filling the condom before finally falling still.

He felt Dex bring his hand up, and Neil had already opened his mouth, anticipating Dex’s fingers.

Instead, when Neil opened his eyes and looked, he spotted Dex licking his hand clean.

In that exact moment, if Dex had told Neil he wanted their current dynamic to be their permanent one, Neil would have agreed.

The playful twinkle in Dex’s eyes made Neil’s cock twitch already.

Already.

“Let’s clean up and get the rope,” Dex said.

Neil smiled. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

They fucked each other into exhaustion and slept late the next morning. After calling the house to check in, they headed out to breakfast. From there to the mall.

Dex didn’t even care much about price shopping first, knowing Neil would be as practical as he was.

As they looked over rings in the case, it was Neil who spotted it first. His hand tightly squeezed Dex’s. “There.”

Gold, with lines that almost resembled sheet music trailing around it, and what looked like little doves.

Dex felt the prickle of tears in his eyes. “Her birds and her music. It’s perfect.”

And it wasn’t the most expensive ring, either. Fortunately, they had them in both their sizes.

He knew Neil didn’t understand why he wanted them boxed so they could take them, instead of putting them on there.

But he instructed Neil to take them back to the resort.

After changing into shorts, Dex pocketed the ring box and led Neil down to the sand, fingers twined and no fucks given if anyone had a problem with two guys.

Then he had him sit next to him in the sand, above the high-water line.

He took the ring box out and set it in his lap before taking Neil’s left hand and slipping the ring there on to his right hand.

Without a word, he held his left hand out to Neil. Dex felt Neil’s hands tremble as he moved the wedding band to Dex’s right ring finger.

Still holding hands, Dex stared into his eyes. “I, Dexter Norman Lee, do take thee, Neil Hamlin Abbott, as my lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, honor, cherish…and obey, for as long as we both shall live.”

He spotted the tears in Neil’s eyes and hoped he lasted until they got the rings on each other, or Dex would be bawling right with him.

“I, Neil Hamlin Abbott, do take thee, Dexter Norman Lee, as my lawfully wedded husband.” He sniffled, but smiled. “For all those things, especially the love, honor, cherish, and obey part, but please put that ring on me right now before I start crying like a little bitch. You can torture me in front of our friends for fun.”

Dex opened the ring box and took out Neil’s ring, sliding it onto his finger. “With this ring, I thee wed. Again.”

Neil almost fumbled Dex’s ring, and he had to cup his hands under Neil’s while Neil got a better grip on it before he slid it onto Dex’s hand. “With this ring, I thee wed.” He smiled. “Again. And always.”

Dex cupped a hand around the back of Neil’s neck and brushed a kiss across his lips. “I love you, husband.”

Neil blinked away tears. “Love you, too, husband.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Neil didn’t know what time it was, but it was still dark out, and something had awakened him.

It wasn’t Dex, because he lay soundly asleep, spooned along Neil’s back, one arm draped around his waist, where he’d ended up once they’d worn each other out in bed earlier.

Over nine months married, and it already felt like they’d spent a lifetime together in the good ways. Dex had forty-eight off and they’d worn each other out in bed earlier after he’d returned home.

He’d closed his eyes, sleep already pulling at him again when he heard the knock on the bedroom door. “Neil?”

Karyn.

He dove out of the bed, barely remembering to pull on a robe. Behind him, Dex stirred. “What?”

With his pulse pounding and dread filling him, Neil cracked the door open. “What’s wrong?”

Although in his heart, he was convinced this was it. The notification he’d dreaded, that Tamsin had passed away in her sleep.

Except…

Karyn wore a strange look. “You need to come see. Both of you.” She didn’t wait, turning and rushing back toward the living room at a jog.

He followed her down the hall, leaving the door standing open behind him.

The room was bright because she’d turned on the overhead ceiling fan lights, instead of just the TV, like she usually had for light at night. But when he rounded the doorway and stepped inside the living room, his breath whooshed from him.

Tamsin turned her head and stared right at him.

Into his eyes.

“Dex! Get in here! Now!”

Tamsin flinched at his scream.

He nearly tripped over himself to get to her side and put down the right-side bedrail, Tamsin’s gaze following him the entire time. He sat on the edge of the bed and grabbed her right hand, stroking it. He realized she wasn’t wearing her hand splints, both of them lying on the sheet, on Tamsin’s legs.

“I swear she spoke to me,” Karyn said. “I don’t honestly know how long she’s been awake. I’ve had The Big Bang Theory DVDs playing tonight, because she always seems more responsive when I do. Especially since you told me Nate stopped by and did a treatment on her earlier today. She’s always more active after those. About fifteen minutes ago, I realized she was staring at me. Watching me.

“When I walked over to her, she followed me with her eyes and moved her head, which she’s never done before. Not like that. I raised the head of the bed and took the hand splints off of her and leaned in to talk to her, to hold her hands and see if I could get her to follow directions and squeeze them, or if this was maybe some new reflexive behavior we hadn’t seen before. Then she looked at me and actually frowned. Even though I could barely hear her, she asked me, ‘Who are you?’”

Dex ran into the living room and nearly plowed into poor Karyn. “What? What is it? Is she okay?”

Neil didn’t look away from Tamsin, afraid she might close her eyes again. “Look.”

Neil didn’t want to get his hopes up just to be crushed once again, but yeah, Tamsin seemed…there.

When Dex ran in, Tamsin’s gaze had shifted once more, following Dex not just with her eyes but with her head, too, as he rushed around the other side of the bed to put that guard rail down and take her left hand in his.

Something she normally didn’t do.

Watching and moving.

Paying attention.

Focusing.

Responding.

“Hey,” Dex softly said, holding her hand against his cheek. “There’s our beautiful girl.”

She…scowled.

That was definitely something they hadn’t seen her do before.

“Are you seeing that?” Neil asked. “Tell me you saw that.”

“Yeah,” Dex said, sounding choked up. “Karyn, can you please go grab one of our phones? They’re on the bedside table. I want to film this.”

“Sure.” She left the living room.

“Baby, look at you looking at us,” Neil said. “Squeeze my hand.”

Her gaze shifted back to him, the scowl still on her face.

She squeezed. Weak, but a definite movement.

“That’s it! That’s our good girl!”

Karyn rushed in and handed the phone to Neil, since he was closer. It was Dex’s phone, but Neil punched in the security code and got the video camera running before handing it back to Karyn to film everything.

Neil raised his voice a little. “Tamsin, honey, squeeze my hand again.” He held it up so Karyn could clearly film it.

Tamsin did.

Now he and Dex were both crying. They almost couldn’t hear Tamsin when she opened her mouth and spoke again.

“Who…is…she?”

Thank god Dex could still talk, because Neil was crying too damn hard. “She works for us, babe. She’s your head night nurse.”

The return of the scowl was something even Neil could interpret. Thankfully, so could Dex. “There was a bad car wreck,” Dex choked out. “A drunk hit us head-on. You were driving. We were both hurt, but you sustained a severe head injury.”

Tamsin’s focus turned to Karyn, who waved from behind the cell phone. “Hi, Tamsin. I’m Karyn.”

Then Tamsin zeroed in on Neil again. “Home?” Her voice sounded weak, barely above a whisper, but to him it was the best sound in the whole world.

He nodded. “We’re home, baby. We brought you home. You were in the hospital for almost two months, then at a rehab facility for a while until we could get the pool bath remodeled and get everything arranged so we could bring you home.”

She tried to lick her lips. “Thirsty.”

“I’ll get a swab,” Karyn said. “We shouldn’t let her drink right now. Not until…later.” She handed the phone to Dex so he could film while she went to get one.

Neil knew what Karyn didn’t want to say.

Not until Tamsin had truly been awake for awhile and wasn’t at risk of slipping away again. After she’d been evaluated by a therapist, and tested to make sure she could swallow.

Tamsin stared up at them, her green eyes filled with questions for the first time since before the wreck. “How…long?”

The men exchanged a long glance, Neil finally taking point when he realized Dex was now too overcome to talk. “Just a little over a year, sweetheart.”

 

* * * *

 

This had to be more of the same crazy, wacked-out dream Tamsin had been stuck in lately. A dream where she couldn’t move like she wanted to, and it felt like she was mired in a series of TV shows. Every time she tried to talk to Neil or Dex, she couldn’t. Strange people hovering over her. A series of friends coming by to talk to her, but she couldn’t respond. Mevi and Laurel coming by to play guitar for her. Nate an especially frequent visitor, maybe even giving her acupuncture treatments or something. It was all…mixed up in her head.

An accident?

The woman returned and handed Dex a cup and a stick with a small pink sponge attached to it. Dex passed the phone to Neil. There was something weird about Dex’s hands, but she couldn’t figure out what. She watched as Dex brought the sponge up to her mouth, dabbing her lips and letting her suck on it.

It made her thirstier, a sharp, piercing ache in her mouth.

Like it’d been months since she’d eaten or drank anything.

Tamsin tried to lift her head to get closer to the cup and it felt like a one-ton lead weight holding her down. Instead, she opened her mouth, waiting.

Dex wet the sponge again and she greedily sucked on it.

“How’s her hydration?” Neil asked.

The woman walked over to a clipboard. “She’s not due again for two hours, but we can give her water now. I’ll go get it.” She disappeared from Tamsin’s line of sight.

“You’ve got a feeding tube,” Neil said. “Now that you’re awake, the therapists can re-evaluate you and start feeding therapy before we have it pulled.”

Feeding tube?

She tried to move her feet and couldn’t, which brought a wave of panic.

Am I paralyzed?

Unable to make her brain think of the right words, she finally gave up and said, “Feet.”

Dex looked down, then back. “They’re compression boots to help prevent blood clots. We put them on you at night, or when you’re in bed a lot during the day.”

“I’ll get them.” Neil handed Dex the phone, meaning he didn’t have a free hand to give her another spongeful of water. But a moment later, she felt Neil tugging on her feet and she wanted to cry with relief that she did feel him doing that.

Neil gently patted her feet. “Better, sweetie?”

She tried to flex her toes and while she thought she was making them wiggle all over the place, it looked like they were barely moving.

“Your muscles have atrophied a little,” Dex said. “We’ve been doing physical therapy with you every day, and the therapist comes in twice a week, but you’ll have to regain your strength.”

The woman—Karyn, she reminded herself—returned with a large syringe full of clear liquid. “This is water, Tamsin,” she said. Then she pulled back the sheet, and the nightgown Tamsin wore, and it revealed a tube.

Tamsin tried to reach down, to touch it, but Neil swooped in and caught her hands. There was something weird about Neil’s hands, too… “No, baby. You can’t do that right now. Leave it alone. Do not touch it.”

“What…happened…to…me?”

Accident? An accident did…this?

“Tam, baby, we were in a really bad car accident.” Dex’s tone sounded patient. “A head-on collision. It wasn’t your fault. A drunk hit us head-on.”

He pulled the hem of his robe up, showing her his left thigh, where a long, ugly scar that hadn’t been there before curled up his leg to his hip. “That’s not the only one I have. I was in the hospital for a couple of weeks. I was out of work for a couple of months.”

This was…too much. Sensory overload. Her gaze drifted toward the TV, where she didn’t recognize this episode of The Big Bang Theory, but she could practically recite Sheldon’s monologue about string theory verbatim as he said it. She let it draw her focus. Maybe that illusory world was preferable to this one.

Right now, any world except this one, where she didn’t have to face the possibility that this was reality, was welcomed.

“No,” Neil said. “Baby, come back. Look at us. Focus on us.”

 

* * * *

 

Dex realized he and Neil were, once again, spookily on the same wavelength. Dex was terrified if they lost her focus now she might drift away again. Then no telling how long it’d be before they got her back. There had been little times here and there lately, maybe a couple of times a week, where she seemed to respond. Actions that they instinctively sensed were more than mere wishful thinking on their part, but nothing they could get Tamsin to repeat enough with any reliability to label a true response.

Never anything like this.

Never verbalizations like this.

Which was why they’d never got their hopes up before now.

Right now, Dex didn’t want to leave her side. All he wanted to do was talk to her, make her keep focusing on them.

“Neil, turn the TV off.”

“On it.” He grabbed the remote and silenced Sheldon mid-rant.

She swiveled her gaze back to Neil. “Was…watching…that.”

Neil broke out into a big grin. “Yeah? Well, you can watch our ugly mugs for a little while, baby.”

The fingers of her right hand flexed, slowly, and Dex realized she was trying to reach for Neil’s left hand.

“Neil,” he said, pointing.

Neil held his hand close, letting her stroke the back of his left hand. Her fingers trailed down his flesh, over his fingers.

Settling on his ring.

“What’s…this?”

He couldn’t ask Karyn to leave the room right now, because she was still in the middle of giving Tamsin water. Frankly, he didn’t want Karyn out of the room right now. He wanted a third-party witness, despite the filming, to talk to the therapists and doctors and corroborate that Tamsin had woken up. That they weren’t making this up, and that they really were talking to her.

Wasn’t like Karyn was some blushing wallflower.

He also wasn’t sure how much information they should give Tamsin right now for fear of overwhelming her.

Dex answered for him, taking it out of his hands.

“They’re our wedding rings.” He reached in, laying his left hand next to Neil’s, so she could see the matching bands. “We needed to protect you. Neil had custody of you, and we were afraid if something happened to him, we needed a way to make sure I could care for you.”

Dex leaned in and kissed Tamsin’s forehead. “Frankly, I was kind of hoping promising to let you watch him do me every night might make you wake up faster.”

Karyn snorted out loud. “I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s okay.” Dex wore a smile. “No need to apologize. I’ll be happy to admit it to anyone if it keeps our girl wide awake and with us. And, see? Matchies.” He picked up Tamsin’s left hand and held it next to his and Neil’s right hands. “We got rings for me and him, and I’d got him one that matched ours. Technically we can’t all be married together, but since legally it’s only him and me, we’re not breaking the law.”

She focused on their hands. “Married?” Her fingers moved slowly, but for the first time since before the accident, they were watching her move them purposefully, exploring. “How…long?”

“Over nine months,” Neil said.

Another scowl darkened her expression, and he wasn’t sure if it was confusion or something else.

Once Karyn finished giving her the water, she stepped into the kitchen to leave a message with Tamsin’s neurologist about this latest development. The service took a message and promised to relay it to him immediately.

“We’ll need to get her appointments set up,” Dex said. “I can take time off work.”

He watched Tamsin’s fingers, tracing his rings, then Neil’s, back and forth, slowly.

Definitely disbelief.

He didn’t have to be a mind reader to see it there in stark relief.

But where did they go from here, when he’d finally come to peace with the fact that he likely would never hear her voice or see her smile again?

Where did they go now that the woman they loved had awakened? Where did that leave him and Neil?

Because despite his dream being answered with Tam, Dex knew his next biggest nightmare would be losing Neil. 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

The men didn’t go back to bed. Neil knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep even if he wanted to.

Tamsin was awake, and he’d hate himself if he left her side just to find out she’d slipped away again, all because he wanted a couple of hours of sleep.

The neurologist called them back immediately and spoke to Karyn to confirm he’d heard the message right from his service.

Then he asked them to bring Tamsin in first thing in the morning, even though they didn’t have an appointment for her.

The coffeepot got a workout, and the men took turns getting their showers, one of them always staying with Tamsin, keeping her talking, not letting her drift away again.

Answering her questions, some of which were repetitive and some of which didn’t seem to make much sense.

Like if they’d refilled the bird feeder.

As the morning got underway, Karyn made more calls for the men and everyone agreed they wanted to see Tamsin in their offices, ASAP.

Meaning a day’s worth of driving around Sarasota.

Dex already happened to have the day off, but Neil called in, too, so they could shuttle Tamsin to doctor and therapy appointments with Martina, her day nurse, in tow. Everyone wanted to see Tamsin, evaluate her, fitting her into their schedules.

She was a literal medical miracle.

At every stop, Neil and Dexter were cautioned that this wasn’t a “recovery,” but only a possible improvement. That it could easily be temporary.

That they might lose her again.

Neil didn’t care and knew Dexter didn’t, either. She’d finally come back to them.

If they could only hold on to her.

Tamsin didn’t speak much, and when she did, it was in low, muted tones that sounded nothing like her voice before the accident. During the van rides from appointment to appointment, Neil let Dex do the driving, not trusting himself today. He spent most of his time turned in his seat, looking back at Tamsin, watching how she looked around at her surroundings, and how she actually saw them today.

Frequent scowls, raised eyebrows.

Attentive.

There’d been times before where she’d turned her head during car rides, but the focus hadn’t been there, that Neil could remember.

In fact, when Martina had arrived early that morning for the start of her shift, and after Karyn got her caught up, there’d been another round of introductions where Tamsin scowled as she tried to come to grips with the fact that there were people who knew her far better than she knew them.

It was only because Neil knew Tamsin needed to see her doctors today that he didn’t ban everyone from the house today except Dex, and curl up with Tamsin to talk to her, say all the things to her that he didn’t know if she’d heard while “gone.”

He didn’t have a better way of thinking of it, medical terminology be damned.

She’d been gone…and now she was back.

Home.

 

* * * *

 

Tamsin felt…like she was in her body, and yet she wasn’t. Part of her brain hammered on her consciousness and tried to tell her to wake up, to sit up, to ask questions, but her body wouldn’t respond correctly.

All around her lay evidence of changes subtle and large. An empty lot was now a condo complex. Road projects that had been a mess of construction barriers were now complete.

Roads that had been unimpeded were now a maze of construction.

Every stop they made that morning, more unfamiliar people who seemed to know who she was, and who Neil and Dex knew, talked to her and it overwhelmed her, the questions they asked—sometimes the same goddamned questions—until she finally exploded in tears in the fourth exam room and begged Neil and Dex to ask everyone to leave.

Once they were alone, the men holding her hands, she stared at them. “What happened to me?”

Not that Dex had been a raging maniac or anything, but never had she ever remembered Dex being so calm, so patient. “Baby, we were in an acci—”

“But what happened to me? My body?”

Neil reached up with a tissue to dab at the tears rolling down her cheeks. “Sweetheart,” he softly said, “you suffered a traumatic brain injury. You’ve been…asleep for all this time. That’s not the right term, but close enough for now. Your body is weak. You had other injuries besides the TBI.”

“I want to go home. Please take me home.”

Dex gently squeezed her hand. “Tam, we have to finish seeing the doctors. They need to examine you and—”

“Home!”

Neil leaned in and dropped his voice. “Look at me, baby brat.”

She did, knowing that tone too damn well.

She was brushing up against a line, except this time she knew Neil wouldn’t be using a belt on her. Another facet of her life apparently gone in the wind. The men were treating her like fragile china.

“I know you’re scared, but do you trust us?”

She stared into his blue eyes. He…was changed, somehow. Deep lines at the outer corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before. More grey in his light brown hair.

And Dex. He, too, had changed. She stared at him, the way he kept looking from Neil to her and back again, as if leaning on Neil in a way she couldn’t remember him doing before.

The fear in his eyes.

Neil reached out, cupping her cheek. “I asked you a question, baby brat. Do you trust us?”

She couldn’t nod very well. So she licked her lips to keep them from sticking together and said, “Yes, Sir.”

She didn’t understand why both Neil and Dex burst into tears, leaning in to hug her.

“I love you so much, baby,” Dex said, kissing her cheeks, her forehead. “Please, let us do what we need to do to help you. Okay? You don’t have to do anything except what we tell you to do. We promise.”

“Work.”

“I’m off until day after tomorrow.”

“My work.”

Neil couldn’t seem to stop stroking her hair now. “Sorrellson hired Darryl to take your place. We knew there was no way you’d be able to return before the end of the school year, at least.”

She didn’t even have a damn job?

What did she have?

She didn’t know.

“Can we call them back in?” Dex asked.

She finally nodded.

 

* * * *

 

Dex struggled to pull himself together for her sake. He understood how overwhelmed she must feel but—

Scratch that. He didn’t understand how overwhelmed she was. No way could he ever fathom what her emotions might be doing to her right now. All the medical literature and case studies he’d read warned that people with TBIs could undergo massive personality shifts, mood swings, and other issues as a result of their injuries. That was on top of her being in a minimally conscious state for months.

It wasn’t her fault.

Not to mention on top of that, the extra disorientation of discovering her physical condition.

He understood the medical staff understandably wanted to examine her, evaluate her and her condition. She was a rarity, but she was also a human being currently undergoing an unimaginable amount of stress and emotion.

“How many more stops, Neil?” Dex asked.

“Two more. She’s going to have an MRI and cat scan.”

“We need to call Ed. Let him know. And June, Leah, and Loren so they can update people.”

“Let’s hold off on that one,” Neil said.

“Why?”

“Because she’s overwhelmed. I feel horrible enough about having to drag her out this morning. We don’t need people bombarding her with visits at home right now.”

As the men stood to the side and watched Tamsin trying to answer the doctor’s questions and follow his simple directions, Dex felt peace settle over him. While he’d finally come to terms a long time ago with the fact that their Tamsin had changed dramatically, and he loved her the way she was even if she spent the rest of her life living the way she had been, this was like a dream come true.

Who knew what personality changes would manifest? She might have awakened literally as a whole new person. It was too soon to tell.

It also meant he and Neil had to put their marriage on hold for now. Their sole focus had to be on Tamsin.

The longer the day progressed, and the longer she stayed awake and with them, an illogical but quiet certainty took hold within him that she was back for good. Maybe it was wishful thinking on his part. Maybe the doctors would be right that she’d go to sleep tonight and tomorrow would return to the condition she had been in yesterday.

But…this gave him hope. Hope that even if she did regress, she could still come back.

Part of him felt like playing the lottery, buoyed, his soul lighter than it had felt since awaking in the hospital and finding out what happened.

Then there was the other part of him, retreating into a quiet corner and feeling terrified that he’d have to let Neil go as his husband if Tamsin couldn’t deal with that.

Because even though he loved her and would do anything for her, he also knew that might include making the greatest sacrifice of all and divorcing Neil so he could marry her.

 

* * * *

 

Tamsin would have killed for a cheeseburger.

It was irrelevant that she could barely lift her damn head.

She wanted food.

Hell, she wanted a damn soda.

But Neil and Dex steadfastly refused to give her that, citing one of the therapists they’d already seen that morning. Apparently, she’d have to be evaluated, go through a swallow study—whatever the hell that was—and undergo feeding therapy.

I piss in a diaper, I’m not allowed to eat, and I don’t have a job.

Oh, and my fiancé’s married to my best friend.

Had they simply happily moved on with their lives without her? She guessed she should consider herself lucky that they hadn’t left her stuck somewhere.

Staring out the van windows on her left, so she didn’t have to look at the nurse or Dex or Neil, who kept staring back at her like she was the most fascinating bug on the planet, Tamsin struggled to…process.

A damn year. A year of her life she’d never get back, not to mention all the other things it looked like she might not get back, like her dignity.

She was used to managing classes of sometimes rowdy children, and doing it with a smile because she loved music and loved her job. Most of all, she loved kids.

And that was something else one doctor had mentioned to Dex, that as her recovery progressed, if they resumed their relationship it might not be a bad idea to give serious thought to birth control, because who knew what might happen if she got pregnant.

If?

Almost as if she wasn’t even there. Not Dex acting like that, but the doctor.

Another thing taken from her.

No, they hadn’t even settled the question of kids yet. They’d agreed it was a possibility, but that they’d wanted to wait at least a year before deciding if they wanted to try to get pregnant or wait a while longer. Especially with moving Dex into Neil’s—

Done.

—and their wedding plans—

Moot.

—and being able to enjoy settling into married life—

With Neil.

As they unloaded her for the next appointment, she wished she could shove them all away, get up, and storm off on her own.

She’d had a car, a life, a bank account.

Maybe she was being childish, but when the next doctor started going through a nearly identical set of questions and motions that the last couple of doctors had, she snapped.

“Fuck all of you.”

The room went silent, and the expressions of shock and hurt on Neil and Dex’s faces were almost enough to make her apologize and take it back.

Almost.

“I want to go home,” she finally said when it was obvious no one was going to speak first.

She would have screamed it, except she knew she didn’t have the voice for it.

Yet.

The doctor cleared his throat. “I know this is very overwhelming, Miss—”

“I. Want. To. Go. Home.”

Overwhelming?

Fuck him, fuck them, fuck everyone, and most of all fuck the fucking fucker who put her in this fucking wheelchair in the first goddamned fucking place.

Neil pulled up one of the chairs and sat. “Can I please have a moment with her?”

The doctor cleared his throat again. “Of course.”

That left her and Neil and Dex.

“Dex, can you please call Doyle? See if he’s in town and can come by tonight? Just him? Ask him not to say anything yet, please.”

“Sure.” He left the room.

Neil’s elbows rested on his knees, hands clasped, head bowed for a moment. When he looked up, she hadn’t been expecting what she saw.

Tears in his eyes.

“Baby, I am so sorry I can’t fix this for you.” Her heart broke as the tears rolled down his cheeks. “I did the best I could. I couldn’t lose you. I love you. And if I could take your place right now, I would. But they have a job to do, and I know this sucks. This is the starting point. I’ll walk through hell and do everything I can that’s physically within my power to do to help you, but I need you to please be patient. And if you hate me and want me out of your life once you can take care of yourself, I’ll understand, and I’ll go.”

“No.” The thought of Neil not being in her life, in any world, was one she couldn’t deal with.

She really couldn’t reach with her hand, but around the constraints of the stupid plastic splints she was also saddled with, she wiggled her fingers for him to take her hand.

He reached over and held her hand.

“I’m scared.”

“I know, baby. I’m scared, too. So’s Dex. But we’re not leaving you. Not unless, once you can get around on your own, you tell us to go.”

“It’d be easier if I go back to sleep.”

That reaction also surprised her. He firmly shook his head. “No. Don’t you fucking dare. Not like you have a choice in the matter, but don’t you dare wish that.”

 

* * * *

 

Neil had known her possibly waking up one day wouldn’t be a magical cakewalk back to sexy perfection.

He supposed that her being so demonstrative this soon was a good thing. It spoke to her will, her strength.

But it also spoke to her pain.

And that was something he knew he couldn’t begin to grasp the depths of.

Nowhere in his fantasies of her returning had he imagined this kind of reaction from her.

Anger at the people trying to help her. The people who loved her.

“Can we please go home?”

“Baby, after we finish your appointments, yes. This has to happen first. And you’ll have a bunch more over the next days and weeks, I’m sure.”

“I’m not a freak.”

“No one says you are. But they have to assess you.”

“Why can’t one do it?”

“Because you have a lot of specialists. Please? If not for me, for Dex.” He decided to drop back into Dom mode again, playing dirty. “That guy loves you and his heart was broken. The first night we had you home, he curled up and went to sleep holding you in your bed.”

“He did?”

“Yeah, baby. He did. Would I lie to you?”

“No, Sir.”

A little relief filled him.

He gently cradled her face in his hands and leaned in close, kissing her forehead, lingering, the way he always had. “You are my baby brat, and I’m so proud of you, sweetheart. I know this is hard, but please, do it for me. If not me, do it for him.”

An exhausted sigh escaped her. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

“Can I bring them back in?”

She nodded.

“Good girl.” After another kiss to her forehead, he stood and opened the door.

The doctor looked a little…uncomfortable when he returned. “I’m sorry if I upset her—”

“She is right there, doctor. You can talk to her, please. I’m sorry, but I didn’t realize how exhausted she is. As short as we can make this appointment, please.”

As he stepped to the corner to let the doctor continue, Dex returned. “He’ll come by at seven,” he whispered to Neil.

Neil nodded. “Thanks.”

“Is she okay?”

“Our girl is worn out, and I can’t blame her.”

All Neil could do was hope that as she regained her independence that she still wanted him in her life, and not just Dex. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Tamsin lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Closing her eyes wasn’t an option. Now, she struggled against sleep, fearing it.

Worried she might not wake up again. Too much of her life had been stolen from her already.

Tonight, Neil lay stretched out asleep on the sofa even as the night nurse, Karyn, sat reading her Kindle. The men took turns ever since she’d…returned. Usually, it was Neil, unless Dex was home.

She tried not to think about the fact that if they weren’t sleeping in the same bed, they weren’t having sex.

Another development she struggled—and failed—to wrap her brain around.

To her, she and Dex had set out after dinner to head home not that long ago.

She’d missed birthdays, holidays.

A wedding.

Three weeks since she’d “returned” from the other world, as she thought of it, and she found it impossible to process the changes that had occurred in her absence.

This world no longer felt familiar. It felt…odd. Uncomfortably out of proportion.

That the two men welcomed her back to this world wasn’t something she doubted. Getting used to their tears as they talked to her still proved difficult.

She felt like everyone had changed except her.

Except…she had changed most of all. A body she’d closed her eyes on working fine was now an unrecognizable one that frustratingly defied her at every turn. She’d finally mastered hitting the button on the bed’s remote control to raise the head of the bed so she could sit up and work on holding her head up by herself.

They got her soft squeeze balls that she knew she should be able to practically flatten pinched between her thumb and forefinger, yet she could barely make dents in them with her weak grip.

She couldn’t walk by herself. Couldn’t even stand upright without assistance.

If she was lucky, the nurse could get her to the bathroom in time to keep her from pissing or shitting herself. She hated the damned adult diapers. Sometimes, Tam didn’t signal her in enough time, though.

She stared longingly at her guitars in the corner, her keyboard. The other instruments she’d usually kept in the living room were stored in her bedroom for space and to keep them safe, but Neil had told her about Mevi and Laurel coming to visit and play for her, how they’d left them out in case they or someone else wanted to use them. And because it was a reminder for them of her.

She wondered how many people had seen her like this, in this condition.

Internally, she struggled with a weird mix of anger that her life as she’d known it had been taken from her and she hadn’t been allowed to die, warring with gratitude that Neil had stood his ground in those early days and refused to let them let her go.

Martina, one of the day nurses, assured Tam it was normal to feel overwhelmed by her emotions. That they could get her someone to talk to.

Talking was the one thing she’d quickly regained the ability to do, fortunately, even if she sometimes couldn’t come up with the exact word she wanted.

That was why she asked for more private chats with Doyle after the first one. They’d had four already, in the evenings, Mevi coming with him now for a brief visit and going out to the lanai with the nurse and Neil, and Dex, if he was home, to sit while she talked in private with Doyle. He warned her that, right now, her primary focus needed to be on her physical recovery and processing everything. That whatever she felt was valid. He warned her of anger and grief and that she might feel enraged one minute and laughing the next.

That, as with every other part of her recovery, it would be a long series of baby steps to work through it. That it was all “normal.”

Maybe in some other world, but not in her world. The irony that she was a submissive who hated feeling this out of control didn’t escape her.

This wasn’t something she’d consented to.

And she was glad to hear the criminal case and civil lawsuit were still progressing through the legal system.

Maybe it made her a bad person, but she felt satisfaction to hear the other driver had lost a leg and would be facing a lot of jail time.

At least he hadn’t lost a fucking year of his goddamned life.

 

* * * *

 

“Take it slow. Easy.”

“I’ve got it, Neil,” Tamsin snapped, immediately regretting her tone when hurt flashed across his face from where he stood behind the therapist in front of her.

Neil had insisted on taking the day off from work today, to go to the physical therapy appointment with her and Sarah.

Tamsin wished he’d stayed at work.

Taking a deep breath, she glanced his way and forced a smile. “Please, it’s okay. I have to do this.” They even had a bicycle helmet on her, which made her feel derpy as hell, but it wasn’t a fraction as humiliating as some of the punishments Neil had dealt out…before.

If she could deal with her kinky damn Dom, she could deal with a bike helmet.

Readjusting her grip on the handrails, Tamsin pulled herself up while the therapist sat on a rolling stool in front of her and held a wide cloth belt around Tamsin’s waist. Behind her, another therapist manned the wheelchair, keeping it close in case she needed to sit.

It was eight weeks since her “return,” and she was desperate to try to regain as much independence as possible. At least she could sit up unassisted by herself now. And transfer from the bed into the wheelchair on her own. She could use a regular seat in the van instead of her wheelchair, as long as someone helped her in. In fact, Neil had got a smaller, folding wheelchair to use both in the house and when out at appointments, far more easy to manage than her large one.

The feeding tube had been removed last week, and she’d never thought she’d savor basic foods like grits or macaroni and cheese as if they were gourmet treats.

Never again would she take drinking a glass of water for granted.

Because she needed to use the modified pool bath due to her limited mobility and needing the handrails around the toilet there, she still slept in the hospital bed in the living room. Although she’d asked Neil to get rid of the night nursing staff, he wouldn’t budge until the physical therapists were confident she was stable enough to transfer on her own reliably.

Sometimes, she settled in one of the couch recliner sections, just because she could, and fell asleep watching TV.

At least she’d convinced Neil that they didn’t need to sleep on the couch. The only drawback to that was she sometimes sat up at night, wondering what the men might be up to in bed.

It was a “conversation” she hadn’t had with them yet, although she had broached it with Doyle.

His suggestion was to dive right in and talk to them, but she wasn’t ready to do that. Not when she didn’t completely understand her feelings about the situation yet.

Tamsin managed to make it to the end of the parallel bars before having to sit and take a break, the first time that she’d managed that feat. Neil knelt in front of her and handed her a bottle of water, a grin plastered across his face.

“That was great, sweetheart!”

Medical staff at her appointments frequently thought Neil was her husband. Not a hard mistake to make, when they wore wedding rings. 

It wasn’t like she could call Dex her fiancé any longer, though.

Not when he was Neil’s husband.

More limbo for her, not quite fitting into any world. The one she’d left behind would never return, and the one she’d awakened to still felt…foreign.

Apparently news outlets wanted at her story, too.

One problem—she had zero desire to talk, to be made into a spectacle. Especially when she knew inevitable questions would arise about Neil and Dex and how they got married.

This was her life. Neil and Dex assured her they didn’t care what people said, because their jobs were secure, regardless. Maybe that was true, except she didn’t want people talking about her.

The “miracle.”

The “Sleeping Beauty.”

Even with the media outlets offering her money she still didn’t want to talk. It was bad enough knowing so many people were fascinated by her simply because of what had happened to her, not who she was as a person. She refused to be made into more of a medical curiosity than she already was. If doctors could use her case to help others, that was one thing.

But she didn’t want to see herself on TV, clips played to infinity on the Internet.

There were plenty of people out there worse off than her. She didn’t want people staring at her, the lady from TV. She had a hard enough time looking at herself in the mirror right now, still adjusting to her new reality.

Knowing the stress and pain she’d put Neil and Dex through, rightly or wrongly, her fault or not.

It was how she felt, and Doyle and everyone else told her whatever she felt was valid, because feelings just were.

Doyle assured her that she was free to make whatever decision she wanted about giving interviews, and she definitely didn’t owe anyone any explanations.

Guilt remained.

Neil rested a hand on her knee. “Whatcha thinkin’, baby?” he quietly asked.

She looked away from his blue gaze. In the beginning of their relationship, she’d definitely been “in love” with him. Not even a little—a lot. Even knowing he was gay and didn’t feel that way about her. It’d taken a while for her endorphins and dopamine and all that jazz to settle down in her brain and allow her to love and appreciate him for who he was and what they had—Dominant and submissive. But even more importantly, friends.

Family.

Now, just watching Neil and Dex interacting, she could see they loved each other.

Were in love with each other.

But where did she fit in there?

Or did she fit in at all now?

“I’m tired.”

“You want to quit for the day? That was really great. End on a high note?”

“Hell, no.” She took another sip of water. “I want to do this. I need to do this.”

She handed him the bottle and then, with the therapists steadying her, she rose from the chair, turned around, and headed back down the parallel bars.

No matter how hard this was, she was driven to recover as much as she could, as quickly as she could.

If for no other reason than she wanted to be independent again.

 

* * * *

 

While she’d always thought it’d be hot to watch Dex and Neil together in bed, the first time the men broached the subject with her, asking if she wanted to start sleeping in bed with them, she’d burst into tears for reasons she didn’t even understand.

Which had understandably freaked the men out and cock-blocked them without her meaning to, leaving her feeling guilty on top of everything else.

But when they’d offered to start sleeping in separate beds, with Tamsin sleeping with Dex, she’d seen the sad look on their faces and knew that it wasn’t fair to deny them what they felt for each other. Unlike many of their friends from the Suncoast Society involved in poly triads with two men and a woman, instead of her being the pivot in their triad, it was Dex.

Ditto her vetoing it when they offered to annul their marriage so she could marry Dex.

No, this was working. It was working quite well for them, and she wasn’t about to screw that up. She got to spend the rest of her life with her best friend and the man she loved. Neil was as in love with Dex as she was—only a fool could miss that.

Plus, only a selfish idiot would ignore the months of sacrifice and grief they’d gone through to take care of her when anyone else might have let her be taken care of by a rehab facility and hoped for the best. If they hadn’t brought her home and made sure she had the best of care, who knows if she’d have ever awakened?

She was damn lucky.

Fairy-tale lucky.

The doctors warned about mood swings, depression—all side effects of the TBI and what she’d gone through.

Determined to ride it out, once she focused on how much they loved her, practically moving heaven and earth to care for her, she was able to reframe the situation. The men insisted she focus on her.

Well, selfishly, she knew she would like watching the two of them together in bed. It was just finding the right combo of events to not trigger her.

It took her three days and another session with Doyle for her to finally approach them.

“I want to sleep with you guys tonight.”

“Are you sure, baby?” Dex asked.

“Yeah.”

Once again, Neil nearly broke her heart. “Would you feel better with just Dex?”

She shook her head. “No. Both of you.”

An hour later, they were snuggled in bed, her in the middle. They’d started talking, and then the next thing she knew, it was the middle of the night.

And the men lay sound asleep on either side of her.

Dammit.

Sometimes at night that happened, especially if she’d had physical therapy that day, like today.

She’d yawn, close her eyes for just a moment, and wake up hours later.

At least she woke up.

The next night, Dex was at work. So it was only her and Neil in bed together. He cuddled her against him as they watched TV, Neil not forcing her to talk.

“Tell me about the first time you two made love,” she finally asked.

 

* * * *

 

Neil had expected any number of questions from her, except that one.

“How much do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

Not feeling very proud of himself, he told her. When he finished, she lay there, quietly processing.

“You really took the belt to him?”

“I did.”

“When do I get the belt again?”

“Ooooh, no, you don’t. That conversation has to happen with Dex present, and not anytime soon. I am not comfortable doing that with you right now. In a few months, depending on how you recover, and what the doctor says, maybe.”

He didn’t interrupt her while she seemed to be processing that. “So we’re not going to play again?”

“That’s not what I said, baby brat. You asked about the belt. And by belt I’m lumping impact play in there.”

“What about other stuff?”

“Such as?”

“You don’t put my collar or cuffs on me anymore.”

“You wear your day collar.” She also wore her engagement ring again, the splints now off her hands, although she still needed the leg splints for walking right now.

“I meant my leather collar and cuffs.”

He studied her. Tonight she was dressed in an oversized T-shirt and panties.

“You want them?”

She nodded.

He left the bed and walked down the hall to her bedroom. They were where he’d put them in the days after the accident, in the top drawer of her dresser. He carried them back to the bedroom and stood at the end of the bed.

“Someone needs to do something for me before I put them on her.”

“What, Sir?”

“I need you to be honest with me. Are you really okay with me and Dex?”

“You promise no one else?”

“No one else, baby. Just him and you.”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

He climbed onto the bed and buckled the cuffs and collar onto her. Then he held her close, the way they’d used to frequently cuddle…before.

“Thank you, Sir.”

He kissed the top of her head. “You’re welcome, baby brat.”

 

* * * *

 

Dexter was home the next night. This time, she had a request, and she didn’t want to fall asleep and miss anything.

“I want to see you two together.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

Dex looked at Neil. “Help?”

“No, I’m having fun watching this,” he said. “You’re doing fine.”

Dex returned his focus to her. “Don’t you want me to…make love to you?”

That was a mixed bag. She hated the sight of herself naked, the scars on her body. It was one more thing she’d have to work on, but her physical recovery took priority.

And tonight, she wasn’t sure she had the stamina or desire to be taken care of.

“You guys first,” she said.

They acted a little clueless, hesitant, a couple of false starts before Neil finally held up his hands. “Rock paper scissors for pitching and catching?”

“Neil on top,” she quietly said.

“Answers that question.” Dex stretched out next to her on the bed. She rolled onto her side and kissed him, glancing down his body to see Neil go down on him.

Dex moaned, his body tensing, and a wave of emotions washed over her.

These were sounds she knew well, usually the one making him make them.

She was horny…and she wasn’t. She wasn’t on as many meds as she had been before, but the ones she still took played havoc with her body in some ways.

As Neil worshipped Dex’s cock, she thought about that one night between her and Neil.

She was no dummy. She hadn’t done much for him.

But right now, she could see how eager he was for Dex, and how eager Dex was for him.

Reaching down, she pinched both of Dex’s nipples, hard, tripping him over the edge. He reached down and held Neil’s head as he came, thrusting his hips to meet Neil’s mouth stroke for stroke.

Finally, Neil sat up, smiling. “Baby brat played dirty, huh?” He pointed at her and the head of the bed. “Scoot up there.”

“Huh?”

He snapped his fingers at her, the Dom in the house. “Did I stutter? Get up there.” He reached down and pulled Dex up, kissing him before turning him around, onto his hands and knees. “This has been one of my greatest fantasies right here. Get those panties off her.”

She held out a hand. “I-I don’t know if I can.”

“Is that a red, baby?” Neil asked.

“No, Sir, but—”

“Either red, or panties off. Now. You can keep your shirt on. I know you’re feeling self-conscious.”

Of course he had. Duh. This was Neil, the guy who seemed to know the inside of her brain better than she did.

Well, he had, before…

She helped Dex slide her panties off, and Neil grabbed him by the hair and shoved his face into her pussy. “Get in there and relearn the territory, buddy. I have an ass to fuck.”

Torn between wanting to enjoy what Dex was doing, and not missing a second of the fun between the two men, Tamsin struggled to keep her eyes open even as Dex’s sweet, hot tongue took long, languid strokes up and down her pussy. He circled her clit, setting off sparks in long-dormant regions of her body.

Ooooh, yeah.

Neil grabbed a condom, lube, and towel, and pretty soon both men were moaning as he started fucking Dex’s ass. Every stroke drove Dex’s face into her pussy, adding an interesting element to the sensation.

Felt good—damn good.

“Make her come before I do,” Neil said, “or I’ll dig out that goddamned chastity belt I have around here and put you in it for a couple of days.”

Dex reached up, hooked his hands around her thighs, and shoved his tongue deep into her pussy. When she looked up at Neil, he wore a beaming, peaceful smile. “Yeah, that’s what I like to see,” he said. “My sweet baby brat happy.”

It was really hot watching Neil plow Dex’s ass. So hot she almost forgot she should probably be paying attention to what Dex was doing to her, so she could spare him a turn in the chastity belt.

“Grab his head and ride him, baby,” Neil encouraged. “Boy’s got a mouth on him made for that.”

She plunged her fingers into Dex’s hair, holding on tight as familiar sensations started to swirl through her. When she finally got over, it wasn’t the strongest orgasm she’d had, but considering it was the first she’d had in over a year, she’d take it.

“That’s…it.” Neil pounded Dex’s ass, finally coming, bracing himself with his arms on either side of Dex, nuzzling the back of his head. As he pulled out, Neil laughed. “Bet I got you all horny again, didn’t I? You’d better fuck the baby brat before she falls asleep on us.”

He reached out and put a condom pouch in Dex’s hand.

She let out a squeal when, in record time, Dex sat up, wrapped his cock with the condom, and then started fucking her. He came in record time, too, especially considering Neil had just sucked one out of him. He’d thrust maybe six times before he was coming again.

That hadn’t done much for her, but the men went to the bathroom to clean up. When they returned, Neil held up a vibrator, smiling. “Don’t worry. We didn’t forget about you.” He handed it to Dex. “Would you like to do the honors?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Neil climbed in and held her against his body while Dex pressed the vibrator against her clit.

Okay, that orgasm definitely felt more like the ones she remembered, and didn’t take nearly as long to achieve, either.

Neil’s chuckle rumbled in her ear. “You want one more, or are you good?”

“Good, Sir.”

Dex immediately shut the vibrator off and pulled it away.

Now thoroughly sated, she didn’t feel like moving.

Dex laced fingers with her and stared into her eyes. “Are we okay, sweetheart?”

Exhausted, she nodded. “Yeah.”

Neil cleared his throat.

“Yes, Sir,” she said, correcting herself.

Neil kissed the top of her head. “Very good, baby brat. Welcome back.”

Dex snuggled in close and she ended up spooned against him while Neil held her hand, his head tucked in close to hers.

“Now this is what I’m talking about,” he softly said. “The world finally righting itself.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Tamsin lay stretched out in a lounger on the lanai, sunglasses and a visor shading her face, her skin soaking in the warm late afternoon sun. Eighteen months since waking from the accident, she still didn’t feel totally back to herself and suspected this might be as “good” as she got.

She was learning how to be okay with that, with Doyle’s help. Learning to appreciate the world around her.

Neil and Dexter were both working full-time and insisting that she wasn’t to even think about going back to work at the school, much less stress over it.

A damn double-Dom order.

Although she had considered going back to work as a private music teacher. She was also starting to play with composing, made easier with computer software so she didn’t have to physically write the notation.

It kept her busy.

And it kept her grounded, which was even more important when she sometimes tried to sink into self-pity.

Walking still proved tricky on occasion, but getting better. At least that was one area where she could see marked progress. As long as she forced herself to go slow and take her time, she could manage by herself, with or without the walker. Frequently with, because she knew if she fell and hurt herself her men would hate themselves for letting her talk them into canceling her babysitters.

Right now, she had her walker stationed next to the lounger. She wasn’t allowed to go in the pool unless Dex or Neil were with her, because they still worried about something happening and her possibly drowning. They’d even installed one of those fences to keep kids out of the pool, especially for her.

Admittedly, they had a valid point. Her hand-eye coordination sucked donkey balls, and sometimes she felt extremely weak. While she hadn’t had any problems in the pool yet, and enjoyed getting in it every day to walk and exercise and rebuild her strength, she wasn’t sure getting in by herself was a good idea.

She also had horrible headaches sometimes, but she resisted taking anything that might possibly knock her out, terrified she might not wake up again.

She hadn’t been able to play the violin at all, which disappointed her. She didn’t yet have the muscle coordination and arm strength to draw the bow with enough pressure to make a noise that sounded better than a cat screaming, much less able to form the notes with her left hand.

She could pick out a few simple right-hand keyboard parts, or left-hand parts.

Just not at the same time.

Her guitar playing sounded abysmal, but she had managed a perfect—albeit slow—C major melodic scale run the other day. Chords were still beyond her, though.

Ironically, her ukulele playing wasn’t half bad.

Wasn’t half good, but she’d take the win and be damned glad for it. She focused on relearning the instrument, spent most of her time on that. It counted as occupational therapy, and it was a small victory she could hold on to.

No more night nurses, no more day nurses, she had the house back to herself once the men went to work. She still had in-home therapy three times a week, though, and was progressing with that. Plus Neil or Dex drove her to Nate’s office twice a week for treatments, and she could now use the EMS unit on herself, on her legs and arms, putting it on and taking it off.

They’d finally sold the lift van, since they didn’t need it any longer. The small folding wheelchair, when she needed it, fit in the trunks of Neil and Dex’s cars.

In all reality, she would likely never drive again. That had taken her some getting used to.

Admittedly, it had taken a while to get used to the idea that her fiancé and best friend were now married, and had been for a while.

They’d been married longer now than she and Dex had been engaged.

Staring at the rings on her left hand, she knew it was for the best. No way in hell would she ask them to get divorced, even though they’d offered.

It would be a pain in the butt to undo all the paperwork, for starters. Plus they’d moved their rings that matched hers back to their left hands, their own rings on their right hands. Maybe a lesser woman would make them take off the other rings, but not her.

They loved each other. She wouldn’t have made them move their rings back, either. They’d decided that on their own, a declaration, not asking her opinion on it.

Fear still lay in the back of her mind, though. If there came a morning where she didn’t wake up as usual.

The safety net they’d put into place was one she was happy with.

And both Neil and Dex had gotten vasectomies. When they weighed the odds and risks of her getting pregnant, versus potential complications from the pill, they decided better safe than sorry.

Honestly? She could barely take care of herself right now, plus they weren’t sure what impact a pregnancy might have on her body. She needed to spend her precious energy trying to rebuild herself. She didn’t want the stress of a child on top of that. And even though she and Neil didn’t have sex, he did make the valid point that with the three of them in bed together, it would only take one stray wiggler in the wrong spot to cause problems. So they’d both had it done.

Neil arrived home first. Tam heard his car pull into the driveway and the sound of the front door opening and closing.

He didn’t even call out to her inside the house, apparently looking first. Instead, she heard the sliders open. “Hey, sweetie.”

“Hey, Sir.”

He walked out, still dressed in his tie and blazer, and leaned in for a kiss.

She snagged his tie, holding him there, knowing he wouldn’t try to pull away out of fear of hurting her. “Can we please grill burgers for dinner?”

Sensing a trap, he arched an eyebrow at her. “Whyyy? I thought you wanted chicken for dinner tonight?”

Throwing in a little boo-boo lip, she said, “I changed my mind. Please, Sir?”

“But I put the chicken in the fridge to defrost last night. We don’t have any defrosted ground beef.”

“You could run to Publix…and pick up buns and stuff, too. Maybe pick up some more gelato while you’re there.”

“Why? We have—oh.” A return of what she thought of as his evil Dom smirk. “Did someone get into the gelato today?”

“Maaaybe.”

“Did someone get into my gelato today?”

More pouty lip. “Yes, Sir.”

“You know that’s an automatic ten, right?”

She nodded, releasing his tie. “But at least I got it opened by myself. That’s progress, right?” The small round, plastic containers had screw tops that were sometimes tricky for her to manage.

He laughed as he straightened. “You’d better send him a text. He’s not going to be happy.”

She grinned. “Yes, Sir.”

“I’ll go buy ground beef. And buns and stuff. And gelato.”

She managed to hold back her giggle until Neil was inside. Dex was supposed to be home in about an hour, as long as he wasn’t tied up on a run.

When Dex wasn’t home, she slept soundly snuggled against Neil. When she had both of them in bed with her, she insisted Dex be in the middle so she wasn’t hogging him.

She picked up her phone and sent him a text. You owe Sir ten.

She didn’t even have time to put her phone down. What’d you do now?

 

I might have eaten all His salted caramel gelato today for lunch.

 

You’re killing me, babe. When are you going to break one of MY rules for a change?

 

That’s not as much fun. :P

 

I think Sir and I need to have a talk and renegotiate this arrangement. You like breaking his rules because it’s more fun for you.

 

Duh. Love you.

 

Brat. :) Love you, too.

 

* * * *

 

That’s how, after grabbing a shower and eating dinner with Tam and Neil, and after Dex supervised her pool walking time following dinner, Dex found himself on top of Tamsin in bed. She was cuffed and collared, her wrists attached to the headboard.

Dex’s hard cock ached—from Neil fluffing him without letting him get off yet—and was buried deep in Tamsin’s pussy.

Neil grinned from ear to ear as he held the cane. “I’m going to enjoy the hell out of this.”

“Yeah, well, we need to have a talk after this one. She’s playing the rules against us.”

“Technically, she’s playing the rules against you, Princess. That was your own damn fault. I warned you, but noooo, someone was all eager to make the baby brat happy without thinking things through. You literally put your delicious ass on the line.”

Tamsin giggled, earning her a glare from Dex.

“I didn’t think about the law of unintended consequences.”

“Obviously. You want to talk, or fuck?”

“I’m trying to avoid the inevitable.”

Neil grabbed him by the hair, leaned in, and kissed him with a lot of tongue, sucking on his lower lip before releasing him. “I’m enjoying the hell out of this,” he said. “Seems like someone’s already starting to associate pain and pleasure. When I spanked you last week, you were hard and dripping by the time I finished.”

“That’s because you had her giving me a hand job at the same time, you sadistic bastard.”

“That’s Prince sadistic bastard, thank you very much. Start fucking, buddy.” He laid the cane across both of Dex’s ass cheeks, waiting.

Tamsin had wanted to try a return to playing, including impact play. Neil had been willing, after a four-way discussion with her neurologist four weeks earlier, to start introducing gentler activities to see how she’d tolerate them.

Soft-hearted Dex had flat-out vetoed all suggestions, leading to Tamsin crying and wheedling the negotiated settlement out of Dex later on at home. She wanted a return to structure and rules—and punishments—but Dex wasn’t willing to let her take punishments.

Any kind of punishments.

Neil had suggested they take punishments for her, and Tam had finally agreed to that compromise, since it was the only way Dex would agree to the situation.

The baby brat wasn’t as helpless as she looked, and struck hard and fast.

When one of his rules were broken, Neil mixed dishing out punishments with pleasure, much like he had before the accident with Tam, giving her a spanking during a forced orgasm scene, for example.

Only Dex had to take the punishment, and Neil used Tam for the sexy part of things.

Since Neil wasn’t het, the reverse application couldn’t work like that.

And Tam seemed bound and determined to follow Dex’s rules while breaking every last damned one of Neil’s.

Dex started slowly fucking her.

“Count, brat,” Neil ordered, barely giving Dex time to suck in a breath to prepare.

A fiery line of pain landed across both his ass cheeks, Neil not holding back with him.

“One, Sir,” she said, giggling a little.

Dex closed his eyes and buried his face against the side of her neck. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t enjoying this. Neil had already privately called him out on it last week.

He couldn’t hold back when he fucked her the way he could with Neil. The pain was a way to delay his own orgasm, and he didn’t want her feeling badly that he now had that issue with her. It wasn’t anything to do with her, and something he still couldn’t figure out. Like his cock was afraid she might disappear from their lives again and wanted to instantly come within a couple of strokes. Or maybe because he was so worried about hurting her, subconsciously he wanted it over with as quickly as possible. Not even a cock ring helped.

He could happily pound away at Neil’s ass for as long as the man could tolerate it, the way he used to be able to fuck at least a couple out of Tamsin before finally letting go himself.

The second stroke landed just above the first and felt even harder. He moaned against her neck.

“Two, Sir.”

He felt Neil’s left hand settle on his lower back. “I am sooo going to enjoy fucking your ass after this.”

So would Dex. He was already lubed and ready, too.

He’d barely finished that thought when the third stroke landed. “Fuck,” he gasped, glad for the pain driving him back from the edge as he took another thrust deep inside her pussy.

“Three, Sir.” She wiggled under him, trying to grind her clit against him.

Neil drew the strokes out, waiting until he knew Dex was at the upper limits of his control to deliver the last one. She was still saying, “Ten, Sir,” when Neil tossed the cane onto the floor and knelt behind Dex, feeding his cock into Dex’s tender ass. At some point during the beating, Neil had rolled a condom onto his shaft in preparation.

Dex’s moans now were of a different kind. Caught between the delicious cock in his ass and Tamsin’s sweet pussy, he rocked back and forth while Neil reached between Dex and Tamsin with a vibrator, pressed it against her clit, and turned it on.

She let out a squeal, her pussy immediately throbbing around Dex’s shaft as he fucked her. Finally, Dex could let go of the orgasm he’d barely been holding on to. This time his moans against her neck were of the happy-funtime kind.

“That’s what I wanted to hear, Princess,” Neil gasped. He took several hard thrusts inside Dex before falling still.

Under Dex, Tamsin still moaned her way through another orgasm.

Neil let Dex take over control of the vibrator so Neil could go clean up.

“Now you’re in trouble, baby,” Dex told her as he sat up so he could see what he was doing.

In this way, at least, Dex was more sadistic than Neil. Neil had used forced orgasm play with her more as a training tool and reward.

Dex enjoyed the hell out of it.

Neil returned to bed and stretched out next to them, propped up on one elbow and smiling. “Aww, our poor baby brat. Looks like someone’s wishing she could safeword for this.”

That was one term Dex had made her agree to, that red was off the table for forced orgasm play. If she was in serious pain or something, she could simply say so.

But to safeword just because it was so intense?

Nope.

“Oh, Dex,” Neil said. “I put fresh batteries in that earlier. You’re welcome.”

Dex grinned down at Tamsin, who let out an oh, shit moan between orgasmic ones. “You’re so fucked, baby.”

“Yes, she is.” He yawned. “But I agree we need to renegotiate the terms. She’s playing the rules against you, and that sort of violates the whole spirit of things. Not that I mind caning your gorgeous ass, because I don’t mind that in the least.”

“I can tell.”

Tamsin squirmed under him, but he stayed with her, keeping the vibrator pressed against her clit, not letting her escape.

“I have a suggestion.”

Dex knew from Neil’s tone of voice, and the playful smirk, that the man had a plan.

 

* * * *

 

“Let’s hear it.”

Neil wasn’t sure Dex would like it or not, but if he could convince the stubborn man to agree, he knew it would make them all happier.

Especially Tamsin.

“I start punishing her. Not full force right now, obviously. But you don’t interfere. You can dish out the full punishment to me, and I’ll take it.”

“But she’ll still just break your rules.”

“No. I return to maintenance spankings like she and I used to do. Modified,” he quickly added, knowing Dex would object. “Punishment won’t be fun. Because I’ll mix in stuff I know she doesn’t like.”

“Such as?”

“Forcing her to write lines. Which, now, with her handwriting being shit, will actually be OT for her, but she’ll hate it even more than she used to.”

Tamsin let out a well-timed moan Neil wasn’t sure was another orgasm or a half-hearted protest.

“What do you get out of it?” Dex asked.

Neil shrugged. “A happy baby brat, and a hubby who doesn’t have to take canings he’s not as fond of taking.” He waggled his eyebrows at Dex. “Unless you want to keep taking canings.”

Dex’s gaze was now on Tamsin, who—yep, orgasm—squirmed on the bed but couldn’t escape Dex and the vibrator. “I…I’m not sure I can watch her get spanked or physically punished.”

“Already thought about that. I’ll do it when you’re not home. She’ll be happy, you’ll be happy—”

“And I’m caning your ass?”

Neil leaned in. “Caning, spanking—fucking. Dom’s choice. Let me sweeten the pot even more. We need to get your Dom game back in shape. You can use me.”

Dex’s brown gaze focused on Neil. “You’re serious?”

“I am. I wouldn’t make this offer to just anyone, you know. I trust you.”

“Take the deal!” Tamsin gasped.

Dex switched the vibrator off, making her moan.

Neil wasn’t sure if it was a good moan or a disappointed one.

“You really mean it?”

Neil cupped Dex’s cheek and leaned in for a kiss. “As long as we get to hold our sessions in front of the baby brat. You know she loves to watch.”

Even in her leather cuffs, she gave them a thumbs-up.

Neil reached over and unclipped the snap-clips to free her wrists from the headboard. “I take it that’s a green for you?”

“Yes, Sir.” She sat up and draped one arm around Neil and one around Dex. “I do love to watch you two together. Can I make popcorn?”

Neil tipped his head toward her. “See? Warned you the baby brat was back, but noooo, you were all worried about her.”

“I think I’m outnumbered,” Dex muttered.

“Give me a better solution,” Neil said. “Or be prepared to keep taking her canings.”

He seemed to need a moment to mull it over. “If I think this is too much for her,” Dex eventually said, “I get to call it off.”

Neil looked to Tamsin. “Your call.”

“My call?”

“What’d I just say?”

She pouted. “Yes, Sir.”

“Yes, Sir, you agree to his term, or was that a yes, Sir, you were responding to me?”

“Both, Sir.”

Neil reached over and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “So I’ll get her all wound up for you, and you can come home, fuck her brains out, cane my ass—I’m good with whatever order that happens in—and then everyone’s a winner.”

“Okay, we can try it.” Dex waggled a finger at her. “Watch yourself with the pouting, baby brat, or you’ll be writing, ‘I will not make boo-boo lip at Sir and Sir,’ a hundred times.”

Now she sucked the lip back in. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

After Dex and Tamsin had cleaned up in the bathroom, they returned to bed, Dex snuggled between Tamsin and Neil.

Neil lay on his left side, facing Dex, an arm draped over him. “You know I wouldn’t put my ass on the line for just anyone, right, baby brat?”

She giggled, rolling onto her right side and draping her arm over Dex and Neil’s arm. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I guess I need to learn to loosen up some, huh?” Dex asked.

“Duh,” Neil and Tamsin said in unison.

“I get it. A brave new world to explore.” He squeezed their hands. “I’ll get there, eventually.”

“I think with the three of us in it together, we’ll do just fine,” Neil said.

“Yeah,” they agreed.

He knew he was the last one to sleep, based on the sound of their breathing. Dex, of course, was now exhausted. Tamsin couldn’t play night owl like she could before.

Yet this was so much more than Neil had ever imagined possible after the accident. Definitely not the world he’d imagined he’d be living in two years ago.

It was even better.

 

 

THE END
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