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Author’s Note

When I first started writing Her First Billionaire in the summer of 2012, while staying at a campground in Maine (not the one I describe here, which is entirely fictional), I never thought that readers would want more. I wrote Her First Billionaire, Her Second Billionaire, and Her Two Billionaires as a trilogy.

Just a trilogy. No plans for more. But you know what they say about making plans? Plans are what you make while fate laughs at you. ;) 

I published Her First Billionaire and Her Second Billionaire in November 2012 and was working on Her Two Billionaires—

And then.

And then, reader emails began coming in to my email box, one a week, then two, then more, asking me about “the rest of the story.”

The what? The rest of the what? Other than Her Two Billionaires, there was no “rest of the story.”

But readers loved Mike, Dylan and Laura and wanted more, so I did what any self-respecting novelist does, and I made the heroine oops!—pregnant.

Hence Her Two Billionaires and a Baby.

That baby was Jillian, who is now three and a half (in this book you’re about to read). I went on to write It’s Complicated, which is Laura’s best friend’s story—and you met Dr. Alex Derjian, who is one of my favorite heroes (shhhhhh, don’t tell the others).

I started the Obedient series, with Lydia and her big, loving family back at the campground in Maine, and connected her to Madge, the waitress/owner at Jeddy’s Diner, by making Madge her grandmother. 

By the way—I have had SO MANY EMAILS from readers asking if the food at Jeddy’s is real. Nope! Just from my drooling imagination.

With It’s Complicated, I introduced Josie’s cousin/niece, Darla—who is the headliner of my book, Random Acts of Crazy and the Random series.

Random Acts of Crazy hit the USA Today bestseller list in June 2013, and when I took the four novellas for the Her Billionaires Boxed Set and bundled them together, that boxed set hit both the New York Times bestseller list and the USA Today bestseller list in October 2013, catapulting my fiction career, and making me forever grateful to readers like you. 

I thank you, each and every day, for giving me a life where I get to write whatever comes into my head whenever it infiltrates, and giving me the chance to connect with so many of you.

And I finally come to the point of this Author’s Note:

There are four men named Mike in this book. Mostly because I am stupid.

But also because I never expected to write a book where their paths would cross!

Forgive me, Dear Reader, as I work to make certain you do not confuse Mike Pine (ex ski-instructor, looks like Chris Hemsworth’s Thor, billionaire in a threesome relationship) with Michael (Mike) Bournham (ex-CEO/playboy, looks a touch like Anderson Cooper, not-quite-a-billionaire-but-close, in a threesome relationship) with Darla’s Uncle Mike (big teddy bear of a truck-driving man) with a fourth Mike (who I can’t describe because that would be a spoiler). ;)

I have said that It’s Always Complicated would be the end of my Her Billionaires series. That outrageous comment led to writer’s block on my part, an affliction I have managed to avoid for my entire writing career, until now. And with this book—only this book. I promised this book would be published in July 2015, and I failed you. Here it is April 2016, and I’m finally releasing this completed book.

But.

Put simply: I don’t want to end this series.

One day I realized, Hey! Wait a minute! I’m the author! I control this world! I don’t have to end it. 

So I’m not!

No promises about future books in either the Obedient or the Her Billionaires world. My Shopping for a Billionaire series has taken over, and Darla and the guys in the band Random Acts of Crazy have a few more books in them.

I’m working on some other projects (if you get my newsletter or follow me on Twitter or Facebook, you’ll know when those come to fruition). Mostly, though, I hope you enjoy It’s Always Complicated. This book comes at the end of 1,400 pages in the series, including all the earlier novellas and novels, and like getting together with old friends you haven’t seen in a while, I hope you slip right in and surround yourself with the love and fun of Mike, Dylan, Laura, Josie, Lydia, Mike, Jeremy, Madge, and all the other wonderful characters.

I don’t make up the stories. The characters just tell them to me.

Thank you for enjoying my books. You, Dear Rabidly Wonderful Romance Reader, make this all possible.

With much gratitude,

Julia Kent
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Chapter One

Josie

A small crowd of men wearing gun holsters ran past Josie and Alex, followed by three uniformed TSA agents.

“I wonder what that’s about?” Alex marveled, his eyes tracking the fracas. He and Josie had come to the Portland, Maine airport to pick up her mother, Marlene, and Aunt Cathy, Uncle Mike and her new Uncle Calvin. All the Ohio relatives were here for her and Alex’s wedding. 

A cold wave of dread washed over her. They were running toward the baggage claim for the airline her entire family was on. 

“I’ll bet it’s my mother,” she groaned, leaning against him for support. His strong arm wrapped around her shoulders and gave her the comfort she needed. Too bad he couldn’t give her a second backbone made of steel.

If he could, she knew, he would. The thought made her smile.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” he said, giving her a squeeze. She looked up at him. Way up, given the enormous height difference between the two of them. His warm, brown eyes met hers and for an instant, she wondered if he might be right. That eternally positive outlook he had was a bit infectious.

Maybe she needed to stop assuming the worst of every situation.

A rotund security guard huffed and puffed, running past them, holding what looked like a spare uniform. He was talking into a walkie-talkie.

“Naked?” Huff huff. “She’s naked? What size?” Huff huff.

Alex’s kind eyes filled with alarm. It was both charming and horrifying. Josie couldn’t quite decide which impression she enjoyed more. There was a kind of schadenfreude in realizing she was right. His idealism was sweet, but sometimes she needed him to be more of a realist.

And Marlene served up an entire buffet of realism.

“Mile High Club again?” the guard asked, pausing to catch his breath. Josie watched him with a morbid fascination.

“You don’t really think it’s your mom in there, Josie,” Alex said. He caressed her shoulder absent-mindedly, watching the guard. “I mean—”

“Two men in one bathroom with a naked woman?” the guard barked into his walkie-talkie, eyebrows hitting the brim of his hat.

Josie snorted, the sense of dread spreading.

“How could it be anyone else?”

“That sounds more like something Darla would do,” Alex said. “You sure she’s still in Boston and not on this flight?”

Just as Josie was about to reply, the commotion got louder.

“MARLENE!” Josie heard the sense of outrage in her Aunt Cathy’s voice. The airport was small, but not that small. Cathy’s voice could carry. “WHAT IN THE HELL HAPPENED TO YOUR CLOTHES?”

“It will be fine, he said,” Josie intoned, the “he” in question being Alex. “Have a wedding and invite your mother, he said.”

Alex just stared in the direction of Cathy’s bellowing voice and blinked like an owl.

“I suggested we just run off to Atlantic City and get married by a Trump impersonator with a drunk platypus as the witness,” she added. “But noooooooo. Some people had to have the whole traditional wedding thing.”

“That is looking better, I must admit,” he muttered. 

“Which part? The Trump impersonator or the drunk platypus?”

Just then, the baggage claim carousel stopped turning. It made a pneumatic wheezing sound, then a series of mechanical groans, punctuated by a great metallic screeching noise.

The crowd of people waiting for their suitcases groaned, too.

Security guards and TSA agents flooded the baggage claim area, flocking to the door where the baggage came in on the conveyor belt, delivered from the cargo hatch of the plane.

The machine began again, then stopped. Started, then stopped.

And then the plastic curtain opened up and belched out Josie’s naked mother. The carousel continued moving, Marlene’s limp body sprawled out.

She wore a nipple clamp with a luggage tag attached.

“I am not claiming her. Nope. Nope nope nope,” Josie hissed as Alex stared, transfixed. Security rushed to cover her and it took four agents to carry her prostrate body.

“Is she conscious? She might need medical attention,” Alex said in his authoritative doctor’s voice.

“I am the Queen of the Double Mile High Club!” Marlene shouted. 

“Oh, she’s conscious, all right,” Josie muttered. 

“JOSIE!” Aunt Cathy’s shout pierced the air and distracted the crowd, who turned to watch her aunt bum-rush her. 

“JOSEPHINE!” boomed Uncle Mike.

Josie nearly fell over from the shock of being hugged by both Cathy and Mike at the same time. They all pretended Marlene wasn’t being manhandled into a three-sizes-too-big blue uniform while screaming for someone to find her lost piece of peeled ginger root.

“Did she just say ‘ginger root’?” Alex murmured under his breath, as if puzzling that one out. Josie heard him, but didn’t have the heart to mention that she knew exactly what that meant, all thanks to Darla.

Who had recently read Grey, by E.L. James, and explained the precise significance to her.

“Alex!” Mike said, turning to her fiancé and shaking his hand with a hard and fierce grip. The two clasped and pumped arms for so long they might as well have just whipped out their penises right here to see whose was bigger.

Not that Josie ever wanted to think about that.

“Is anyone accompanying this lady?” one of the security guards shouted to the crowd.

Josie looked at Cathy and Mike. They all acted like they hadn’t heard a thing.

“Um, aren’t you going to say something?” Alex asked her.

“He said ‘lady.’ My mother hasn’t been a lady since—”

“She’s my sister-in-law,” said a calm, resigned voice. 

Mike, Cathy, Josie and Alex all turned toward the person.

Uncle Calvin.

Who was frowning at Aunt Cathy.

“We have to claim her,” he said clearly, and without judgment. “She can’t help herself.”

“Oh, she helped herself all right, Calvin,” Mike thundered. “Helped herself to two of them college hockey players on the plane.”

A series of hockey duffle bags flooded the baggage claim carousel suddenly. Josie eyed the plastic curtain nervously, wondering if two naked hockey players would come tumbling out.

Then she just eyed it curiously. A little hopefully, even. Hmmm. Naked hockey players...

“Cathy!” Calvin said sharply. “We need to go and get her out of there. Once they understand about her, they’ll give her back to us.”

“Understand?” Alex asked.

Calvin smiled and shook Alex’s hand. “Alex! Congratulations, and good to see you.” He gave Josie a polite peck on the cheek, then turned to Cathy.

Who was arching her eyebrow so high, it might as well be the Gateway to the West. 

“What do you mean, Calvin?” she asked. Uncle Mike tensed at her words, and Josie felt her senses sharpen, like that moment when you’re on a hike deep into the woods and realize you need to be a little more aware of your surroundings, but you can’t exactly explain why.

“We need to handle her with kid gloves,” he said.

“I’d recommend anyone put gloves on right now before they handle Marlene,” Cathy answered, wrinkling her nose. 

“That’s not what I mean, Cathy, and you know it. We’re traveling here for Josie’s wedding and it’s our responsibility to make sure we take care of her mother in the best way possible so everyone can have a memorable family experience.”

Check that one off the list, Josie thought to herself. Memorable? Achieved. 

Aunt Cathy looked a little shocked that Calvin wasn’t backing down. “Take care of Marlene?” she asked, eyes narrowing.

“You really oughtn’t make fun of Marlene like that,” Calvin said. It was evident that arguing with Cathy pained him. “She can’t help it.”

“Can’t help what?” Cathy asked, seeming as surprised as anyone to find herself at odds with her new husband. Josie froze, watching the two of them. Cathy was like a mother to her, and she’d never imagined Darla’s mother would ever marry. Watching them interact was fascinating. Like watching Animal Planet, only with humans.

“Marlene can’t help all her sexual...proclivities.” Calvin tapped the side of his head with his fist. “She’s, you know. Touched in the head. She had a traumatic brain injury, after all. She can’t help herself.”

Cathy peered at Calvin like he was peeling off his human outer shell and revealing himself to be an alien.

“What in the hell are you talking about, Calvin?” she asked softly. Josie’s back pulled up straight. The tone. Oh, she knew that tone.

That was the tone that said Darla was getting a whuppin’ for disobeying her mama. And to hear Cathy use it toward Calvin boiled up a mess of emotions inside Josie that felt icky.

“I’m saying that when Marlene was in the car accident and she got that brain damage, it messed up her head. You know the doctors told us she can’t control herself sometimes. And she has problems with executive...functioning? That’s what they said.” He faltered, frowning, clearly struggling to remember what the doctors had said.

Calvin looked at Alex like he was throwing a Hail Mary pass. “You’re the one who helped us get her a new evaluation with the neurologists in Cleveland and in Pittsburgh. The accident did this to her, right?”

“Did what?” Alex asked, his face a neutral mask. His eyes jerked around the large, cavernous baggage claim area, bouncing between Cathy and Josie. He was, Josie realized, figuring out the lay of the land. 

“Made her a, a, a—a loose woman,” Calvin said, his voice holding a desperate urgency.

“You think,” Cathy thundered, limping over to her husband and getting in his face, “that we should go easy on Marlene fucking two hockey players in the airplane bathroom because she got brain damage from an accident that happened twenty years ago?”

Alex exhibited remarkable intelligence by remaining silent. Josie was impressed. Either he was being smart or he was scared shitless. She was pretty sure it leaned toward the former, but you never knew with Aunt Cathy.

“Yes!” Calvin exclaimed. He turned to Alex. “This behavior of hers can be explained by the brain injury, right? You’re a doctor.”

“I—” Alex sputtered a bit. Josie felt bad for him.

“Calvin, Marlene was an utter whore long before she ever got into the car accident with me, Charlie and Jeff!” Cathy declared.

Josie felt her face flush at the word “whore.”

Calvin’s expression went from quiet determination to dissembled horror.

“What?”

“She stuck to Jeff once they were married,” Cathy said to Josie, laying a hand on her forearm. “She didn’t fuck around on your daddy.”

“Oh.” Josie didn’t know what else to say. The word floated off into the air like a drunk butterfly.

“But lord knows she drove that man to hide from her sometimes. She had the libido of a seventeen-year-old boy. Jeff used to call and beg Charlie to break something on the car so he’d have an excuse to come over whenever Marlene’s hormones were flying. Said he sometimes thought about buying a stick shift car just so Marlene would have something to use in a pinch when his cock was twice dead.”

“Oh.” Josie definitely didn’t know what to say to that.

“He used to buy Neosporin for the chafing. But then Marlene just said it made good lube.”

Josie wished she could poke her eardrums.

“And then there was the weird fetish for having sex outdoors,” Cathy added.

Josie felt Alex freeze. He went stone stiff. Neither of them breathed.

“But that was all on Jeff. He was the one who—”

“Cathy, honey, I don’t think we should speak ill of the dead,” Calvin beseeched her.

“Speak ill? How is talking about their sex life ‘speaking ill’? You want me to speak ill about him, I got plenty I can say. But I can tell you one thing: Marlene ain’t fucking two guys at a time in public because she got her brain injured in the car accident. She’s just drawn to it.”

“Like Darla,” Calvin murmured, his eyes alight with understanding. “So it runs in the family.”

Cathy’s turn to freeze.

“Did you just call my daughter a whore?”

“Poor Calvin,” Alex said under his breath. Cathy’s finger was in Calvin’s chastened face, waggling like she was conducting the Boston Pops. Calvin’s hushed tones of apology were like shooting a squirt gun at a wildfire.

“Poor Calvin? Poor you.”

“Poor me?”

“I’m never, ever having sex again after learning all that about my parents,” Josie replied. “Get me to a convent.”

Alex laughed and went to put his arm around her.

“I’m serious. Ewwwww.” She shook him off.

“It’s kind of freaky to hear your dad was into, you know...”

“Air fucking?” Josie hadn’t used Alex’s term for outdoor sex in years.

He turned a furious shade of red and refused to look at her.

“Maybe it’s genetic,” he finally replied in an arch tone.

“You think? Maybe we should ask Meribeth if she—”

“That’s gross,” Alex grunted. “No.”

“See? Doesn’t feel good, does it? When it’s your parent, it’s different, isn’t it?”

They both sighed in unison, their attention drawn to the sight of Calvin’s big, thin hands cupping Cathy’s ass as they kissed and made up.

“Welcome to my Big Fat Ohio Wedding Family, Alex. I hope you’re happy. This was all your doing.”

He gave her a hug and rested his chin on her head, taking a deep breath in.

“I’m happy. I am.”




Chapter Two

Lydia

The campground office looked like an office supply store threw up in it. Lydia poured herself a cup of coffee and walked around to the desk. Sandy’s entire wall was nothing but tiny, colored sticky notes arranged on the giant whiteboard.

“What is this?”

“Wedding planning.”

“Whose wedding? Prince Harry’s?”

Sandy made a face. “You know perfectly well whose wedding. Laura and Dylan and Mike, and Alex and Josie. It’s the only wedding we’ve ever hosted here aside from, um....”

“Luke’s,” Lydia said softly. The subject of her deceased brother would never, ever be an easy one.

Sandy squared her shoulders. “Right. And because none of my other children has shown the slightest inclination to marry or reproduce—”

The camp store doorbell rang and Mike walked in. He snaked an arm around Lydia’s waist.

“—or listen to me about anything, for that matter—” Sandy continued, taking a deep breath as fortitude.

“Here comes the grandkid speech,” Lydia muttered under her breath.

“Is it the ‘when is someone going to produce a grandchild for me’ speech or the ‘when will one of my children have a wedding and then a grandkid’ speech?” he whispered, tightening his hold on her.

“I think it’s a little of both.” 

Mike gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and, wisely, said nothing.

Smart man.

As Sandy spoke about the wedding, her paperwork and hand motions eerily similar to that of a general in combat, directing troops and receiving logistics reports, Lydia steeled herself for a long monologue.

Jeremy bounded in the door, drenched and wearing only his bathing suit.

“Blue kayak number 22 has a leak,” he announced, dripping everywhere as he made himself a cup of coffee.

Sandy sighed. “I’ll let Miles know. Where is it?” She picked up a walkie-talkie and told Miles to come to the camp office.

He looked down at himself. “In the water,” he explained, his words drawn out. “I was in it when I discovered the leak.”

Mike made a grunting laugh as Lydia burst into giggles.

“It’s not funny!” Jeremy protested. 

“Losing a good rental kayak never is,” Sandy murmured as she waited for Miles to respond.

“I’m safe and just fine,” Jeremy said in an arch tone. “Thank you all for asking.” He looked pointedly at Mike. “I barely managed to tie it to the main buoy first from the dock.”

“We’re laughing at the thought of you voluntarily doing anything athletic. Your idea of exercise is dragging all the empty beer bottles to the recycling bin,” Mike said.

“Hey!’ Jeremy shot back. “That’s not...” He frowned. “Okay, that’s true,” he grudgingly admitted.

“Why were you kayaking?” Lydia asked, reaching up to touch his wet, curly hair. It hung in perfect little ringlets around his pale face. Mike was the athlete, on the ocean for hours with the kayak. Jeremy might play a pick-up game of basketball here and there, but he definitely wasn’t one to just go out in the ocean on a boat for fun.

“Miles asked me to test out the...oh, I’m going to kill him.” Jeremy’s mouth tightened. “He knew there was a leak in that kayak.” He looked down at his soaking wet body and grimaced. Lydia, on the other hand, took in all six-and-a-half-feet-plus of him and felt a stirring deep in her belly that she tucked away for later. He was fine. A fine, fine man made even finer by standing here in only swim trunks and a scowl.

Even Sandy laughed this time.

“I don’t have time for this,” she said, looking over the papers all over her desk. Lydia knew her mother loved the complications of such a huge event, though. “The wedding group starts to arrive tomorrow. A hundred and ninety people, all staying in cabins and tents. We have to do a huge lobster and steak dinner for the reception. Thirty-seven kids under the age of eighteen. Two people in wheelchairs. This is a logistics feat.”

“If anyone can do it, Mom, you can,” Lydia reassured her. 

“And we’re all helping,” Miles declared, walking into the office and edging past Sandy to grab a cup of coffee. He gave Jeremy a long look. “You’ve been swimming?”

Jeremy tossed a pen at him.

“Well,” Miles said dryly, “now I know blue kayak number 22 is out.”

“You asshole,” Jeremy muttered.

“How’s the wedding planning, Mom?” Miles asked, eyes twinkling. Lydia knew that Jeremy would find a way to get back at her brother. The two had a strange mock-adversarial relationship. Miles had definitely gotten the upper hand this time, though.

Jeremy would need to up his ante.

“It’s our biggest event yet. And it’s all planned out perfectly, but we’re one big storm away from disaster,” Sandy fretted. “Plus, this isn’t the most, ah...conventional of weddings.”

“We’ve got the media under control,” Mike said. “I talked to the bride—”

“Which one?” Sandy asked nervously.

“Laura Michaels. She and Mike and Dylan are the ones who’ll get news coverage,” he explained patiently. Lydia watched him, marveling at how cool and collected he was. Her mom was most worried about the media frenzy. Her dad was worried about her mom. When her grandma, Madge, had suggested Escape Shores Campground for the double wedding and the brides and grooms had all agreed, they hadn’t realized how the Boston-area media might hunt down the story.

Nervous about the media coverage bleeding into Lydia, Jeremy, and Mike’s privacy, Sandy’s stress level had jumped.

“And you think we won’t have the news stations descend like locusts?” Sandy asked Mike in a pleading tone.

He shrugged. “I can’t guarantee anything, but we came up with a plan to throw them off. Most of the fake leaks we’ve sent out seem to be working. Security will be tight at the perimeter of the campground. We even have a few boats lined up for any overly-enthusiastic paparazzi that try to get to the wedding via water. We have some consultants looking at social media and so far, most of the news sources think the wedding’s next week.”

“Let’s keep it that way. There are so many things that could go wrong, and we’re not even talking about the wedding party itself.”

“What do you mean?” Lydia asked, puzzled.

“Well,” said Sandy, “there are four mothers. Three grooms.” She looked uncertain. “Two brides.”

“And a partridge in a pear tree,” Jeremy sang.

Lydia whacked him. She got a very wet embrace and a hot, coffee-flavored kiss in return. That stirring deep inside turned into a throbbing as Jeremy grabbed her ass, his palm becoming a hot promise. Mike’s eyebrows turned down just enough to make her realize he knew what was going on.

Good.

Three’s company, right?

All her blood rushed between her legs and she struggled to maintain composure to continue the conversation with her mom and brother.

“And one of the mothers of the bride just got arrested in Portland for having sex with two college hockey players in an airplane bathroom,” Miles added without emotion.

Everyone turned to him, eyebrows up.

He held up his hand, smartphone in it, and wiggled his wrist. “Am I the only one following social media for this shindig?”

“What?” Sandy said, her voice turning into a giggle at the end. “A threesome in an airplane what?”

“Not sure which is more scandalous,” Miles added. “The airplane bathroom part or the threesome part.”

Lydia shot him a look that could peel paint.

“Depends,” Pete muttered. Lydia jolted, not realizing he was there, sitting in a small office chair behind a partition, eyes focused on a folder stuffed with papers he was reading. “Which hockey team?”

Mike burst into laughter and gave her dad a fist bump.

“Maybe the threesome thing runs in the family?” Sandy asked, leading to a look of incredulity from Miles.

“You have something you and dad want to share with us, Mom? Is Mr. Michaelson from the dairy farm your secret third?”

Her dad started hyperventilating, his laughter coming out like a hyena’s gasp.

Sandy turned the shade of the lobsters she cooked by the hundreds. “That is not what I meant!” She smacked Miles’s arm. Lydia’s brother could tower over Sandy by a foot, but he was still her naughty little boy.

“And besides,” she added, “if I were picking a man to join me and your father, it certainly wouldn’t be Stan Michaelson.”

Miles turned green.

“Do we really need to have this conversation?” Miles groused.

Jeremy watched his nemesis with glee, then turned his attention to Pete. “You could always have another woman join you,” he said casually.

Now Lydia felt green, because what daughter wants to think about her parents in a threesome, and—

“Enough! Enough talking about your sex life!” she announced, giving Sandy and Pete a distressed look. “Let’s talk about the wedding.” If nothing else, the discussion about her parents’ potential threesome sex life dimmed her own arousal.

“What about your wedding?” Sandy asked again, giving Mike and Jeremy a look.

Four palms went in the air, all male, all facing her mother. “Don’t blame us!” Mike said in a low, emotion-filled voice. “We keep trying.”

“If I can’t marry you both, why bother marrying at all?” Lydia replied, her voice tinged with a familiar exasperation. Sandy seemed to be on a schedule. Poke Lydia and her guys at least once a month about the wedding issue. Today must be the day.

“I think Laura, Dylan and Mike would disagree,” Sandy argued.

“The two guys actually married,” Lydia clarified.

Jeremy and Mike suddenly looked at anyone but each other.

“That was to protect the custody of their kids,” Mike finally retorted. “If I had no choice, I’d marry Jeremy under the same circumstances, too.” Fortunately, they weren’t in the same situation. Mike’s mother loved Lydia and had accepted their unconventional threesome with an amazing level of love, while Jeremy’s parents had died years ago.

All things considered, Lydia and her guys had it good in the extended-family-acceptance department. She was deeply appreciative for that.

Not everyone had such a luxury.

“Can we really drop this? Mom, I don’t want to get married. You have a bazillion kids. Focus on Miles. Give all your attention to his wedding.” Lydia couldn’t even choke out the words before she curled in on herself with hysterical laughter.

Miles. Wedding. No way. Not happening. Not ever.

“Even Shrek found a female ogre to love him and live with him in his swamp,” Jeremy called out as Miles stormed away from the scene.

“I’ve got a parasail you can test out for me!” he shouted back, flipping Jeremy the bird.

Sandy pretended to be shocked by Miles’ rudeness, but no one really was. Of all of Lydia’s siblings, he was the one who would remain at Escape Shores Campground forever.

Like it or not.

Lydia smelled Mike before she felt his arm wrap around her waist, his essence all ocean air and man sweat, a great, intoxicating combo. She leaned against him, his hard body familiar now. Two years of being with Jeremy and Mike had given her the space to settle in. Though they traveled constantly, the campground was home base, and last year their house had been finished. Her mom had calmed down considerably once the small Cape Cod-style home had been complete, the cedar shingles still so vibrant in comparison to the aged ones on her parents’ and brothers’ homes.

They would age.

So would everyone.

A wedding. Unlike other little girls, Lydia hadn’t fixated on the whole bridal fantasy. She’d always assumed she’d marry one day, but life had different ideas about who she’d be with. Three years ago, if her best friend had told her she’d be with a secret billionaire and a not-so-secret ex-CEO/playboy, she’d have assumed poor Krysta had been slipped some acid.

And speaking of Krysta, here she came, arms overloaded with a box filled with something that jingled.

Mike plucked the heavy box with no true exertion and peered in it. He looked up, arctic-blue eyes amused. “Candles?”

“Centerpieces. That’s the first of seven boxes of them.”

Lydia gasped. “How many tables?”

“Twenty-five,” Krysta replied in a strangled voice. Each table held eight, so—

“My God!” Lydia gasped. “Two hundred people?” It began to sink in. No wonder her mom was freaking out. Sure, she’d heard Sandy planning for this for a long time, but seeing the sheer amount of equipment coming into the campground pounded home the enormity of this event.

“Closer to two-fifty. A ton of families, plus ski people for one of the grooms, a pile of firefighters and paramedics for one of the other, and your grandmother invited half the Jeddy’s regulars to show up for fun.”

“I thought this was going to be an intimate affair!” Lydia exclaimed.

Her brother Caleb approached the group, carrying a box that matched Krysta’s. “Make yourselves useful and carry a box!”

“Mmmm, firefighters,” Krysta said pointedly, waggling her eyebrows. “Hot, single firefighters. There’s an intimate affair I could join...”

Caleb frowned and bristled at the same time. If he sprayed himself down with a cologne called Jealousy, he couldn’t have been more obvious.

For the past few years, Krysta’s adoring crush on Caleb had been an accessory to Lydia’s friendship with her, like a sidecar attached to a motorcycle, yet one no passenger ever used. Lately, though, Lydia had felt the electricity between her little bro and her best friend.

It made her feel, well...

Green.

And not with jealousy.

When did life become so complicated?

Maybe when you fell in love with two guys, a voice inside her whispered.

She laughed quietly to herself, making Mike pull back and look at her with amusement.

“Something funny?”

“I’ll tell you later.”

“Thinking about hot firefighters?” Krysta asked with a wink as she strolled back to where the rest of the wedding supplies were being unloaded from various trucks. The big event was in two days, and Pete and Sandy had called every friend they knew to come work for the long weekend. Krysta told Lydia she would have done it for free, but everyone was being paid.

Which was even better.

Lydia, Mike and Jeremy all planned to donate their wages to one of Jeremy’s microloan funds in Southeast Asia, a fact her parents knew. Stubborn as mules, they still insisted on paying them for their time.

Having their daughter in a relationship with two very, very rich men made no difference to her parents. They treated everyone the same.

And that extended to persistent questions about weddings and grandchildren.

Without thinking, Lydia touched her belly at the thought of grandchildren. Someday, she thought. Someday. 

But not yet.

“We need seven cribs!” Miles shouted from the area where the trucks congregated, parked in drunken lines at various angles, ramps extending out of open backs like grey metal tongues. “We only have six.”

Pete groaned, then pulled off his wide-brimmed hat, scratching his head. He gave Lydia’s mother an amused look. “We have any leftover from Caleb?”

“A crib from the early 1990s?” she scoffed. “No. We need to get some of those portable things. What do they call them?”

“Pack a potties?” Jeremy mused. “Port a crib? Pack ’n Port? Baby in a Box?”

Mike snorted. “Pack ’n Play.”

Lydia shot him an appraising look. “How would you know the name of a piece of baby equipment?”

He shrugged. “Hotels? I don’t know.”

Sandy’s eyes narrowed as she took them in.

And Lydia’s hand stayed in place, palm warm against the soft skin on her body, right where a baby might grow.

Someday.




Chapter Three

Josie

Managing her mother was like holding a feral baby possum in your hands while juggling cooked spaghetti.

Josie and Alex had gotten Aunt Cathy, Uncle Calvin, her mother, and Uncle Mike to the hotel where they were staying for the night, before the whole crew would go on up to the campground where the wedding was being held. 

But they’d been dropped off at the hotel on the ocean’s edge, Aunt Cathy gasping at the sight of the grey-green water. Landlocked for life, her Ohio relatives were finally seeing the Atlantic, and the thrill of knowing how excited they were took some of the sting out of her mother’s arrest.

Yes, arrest. Marlene would face charges, though at this point she was released to go with Aunt Cathy and her uncles, with a requirement that they go back to the airport to talk with some governing authority. In the haze of the evening, Josie hadn’t been too clear on what was going on.

Josie’s phone rang. Before she could say a word, she heard, “I take it Aunt Marlene and the crew arrived all safe and sound in Portland.” Her niece/cousin, Darla, spoke as if they were picking up an earlier conversation mid-stream. Darla had a tendency to do this. 

She wasn’t exactly a formal person.

“How’d you know?”

“Your mom’s naked tits are all over Twitter.”

Really not formal.

“Don’t look at the hashtag #doublemilehigh.”

“Damn it.” Josie wasn’t even on Twitter and didn’t generally care about social media beyond protecting Laura, Mike, Dylan and the kids from the assholes who attacked their dating service, Good Things Come in Threes, but knowing that those pictures were out there still made her cringe.

“You got to hand it to Aunt Marlene: she knows how to make an entrance.”

“My mother was naked wearing a luggage tag on her nipple.”

“Better than on her clit.”

“DARLA!”

“What? I’m just sayin’....”

“You don’t need to say it.”

“Someone’s got to. How in the hell do you get that image out of your head once you know it actually happened? Can you imagine a luggage tag clamped to your—”

Click.

Hanging up on Darla was the only way to preserve her mental health. And to stop the flood of images of luggage tags attached to—

Bzzzz.

Against her better judgement, Josie looked at the text.

It was a picture of an actual luggage tag attached to a—

CLICK.

“Who was that?” asked Meribeth, walking into the florist’s cooler where Josie now stood, red as a beet from seeing that which could not be unseen. She was going to kill Darla the next time she saw her.

Beat her to death with a luggage tag.

“Um, no one important,” Josie said, plastering on a fake smile. She was here with her future mother-in-law to pick out some final flower choices for the bouquet and for Alex’s boutonniere. While this was a double wedding, with Alex and Josie marrying in one ceremony, and Laura, Mike and Dylan having their own separate wedding (minus the legalities), all five of them had already decided to throw convention out the window.

Why not just do what each group wanted and let the wedding be a chaotic, unmatched, crazy party?

Which pretty much described Josie’s life right now anyhow.

Instead of worrying about her mother’s possible criminal charges, she was going to be shallow and think about her wedding dress.

Josie would wear a white, strapless gown with simple lines and very little lace. She enjoyed the classic 1920s look, with pearls for accents and sweet amounts of flat silk hugging her body. Years of living with Alex had added some pounds to her slim frame, giving her hips and boobs. Alex loved her no matter what, but he expressed considerable appreciation for having a little more to grab these days than when they’d first met.

She’d found herself pleased with her curvier form, though she was still tiny compared to most of her friends and family. She fit under Alex’s arm like someone had carved her to his specifications, a companion piece that clicked in beside his rib.

And she liked it that way.

“What about this deep shade of burgundy?” Meribeth asked, bringing over white roses with blood-red tips. “What an interesting combination!”

She knew that the wedding was a huge deal for Meribeth, who had been an eighteen-year-old single mother to Alex, and who had married later in life in a simple ceremony with Alex’s stepfather, John. This crazy double wedding might not have been what Meribeth would have chosen for her only child, but she’d joined in the planning with gusto.

And, to Josie’s relief, remarkable restraint. She couldn’t imagine having a mother-in-law who was a Momzilla when it came to their wedding.

She’d just run off to Vegas and elope if that happened.

And never, ever come back.

Ring!

Speaking of mothers she wished she could run away from, Josie thought as she stared glumly at her phone screen. Aunt Cathy was calling her, and that could mean only one thing.

“What’s she done now?” Josie said into the phone after sliding the phone icon, her long, weary sigh ending with a groan. Might as well get it over with.

“Darla didn’t tell you?” Aunt Cathy jumped right into the conversation as if this were normal. As if talking about Marlene’s crazy exploits were just like discussing which dessert to bring to a potluck.

“Oh, she told me. Complete with pictures and everything.”

“There are pictures?” Aunt Cathy howled. Josie heard a man’s low tones in the background, clearly trying to calm her aunt down. Must be Calvin.

“What’s going on?” Meribeth asked. She was calm, her brows pushed together with a slight frown of worry, face so serene Josie’s whole body flushed with a kind of displaced shame. At some point, she’d have to tell Meribeth what was going on with her own mother, but couldn’t they have a few more minutes of pretending that the wedding was just a normal family affair, and that picking out which flowers to put in her future husband’s boutonniere was the highlight of the day?

And not whether her mother’s private parts were trending on Twitter?

Josie held up one finger to Meribeth. If only life were so simple. Pause it, recover from the emotional shock, then resume the world.

“We got a problem. The authorities here in Portland insisted on taking her in.”

“Damn it,” Josie muttered. She and Alex were saving for a down payment on a condo on the Fenway in Boston a quick hop to the hospitals where he worked. Was a good chunk of that savings going to be used to bail her mother out of jail after Marlene screwed two hockey players on a plane?

Since when did her life’s vocabulary include those sentences?

“I’m so sorry, Josie. I am. But your mom needs to get out. Calvin will sign his house as collateral for the bail bondsman, but if you could—”

“Calvin what?” The florist’s cooler began to spin.

“Josie!” Meribeth said sharply, her hand grasping Josie’s forearm, the warm flesh contrasting with the chilly air in the ice-cold chamber. “You’ve turned whiter than your dress. Come sit down.” The order was motherly and professional. Meribeth was a psychologist. How she managed to be both maternal and authoritative without being mean always confused Josie.

Josie listened and walked out of the cooler, guided by her future mother-in-law, who gently pried the phone from her fingers.

“Hello?” Meribeth said pleasantly. “This is Alex’s mother. Who am I speaking with?”

And just like that, Meribeth made magic out of a steaming pile of manure. She spoke with Cathy, the conversation quickly shifting from a wariness on Aunt Cathy’s part to an earthy bonding over the foibles of family. Josie collected the pieces of herself that had splintered into a thousand toothpick pieces and listened as the only other person in the world who loved Alex as much as she did navigated a complex mess for her.

For Josie.

Why?

An accident of fate made Josie meet Alex. Love made her stay. Fear almost ruined what had turned out to be the best relationship she could possibly have imagined having.

And now his mother dove right into her insane, messy, vulgar chaos cloud of a mother’s drama and...was fixing it?

Meribeth got off the phone with Cathy and said nothing to Josie, just placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. She tapped out a number, reciting it from memory as if she’d just been given it, and her voice changed as someone answered the phone.

Within twenty minutes, Josie learned that Meribeth was one kickass human being. Not that she didn’t already know it, but she managed to call the jail authorities, give her credentials as a clinical psychologist in Massachusetts, give background information on Marlene that Aunt Cathy must have provided her, and—

Now Meribeth was finishing up a conversation with Aunt Cathy in which it was clear that the jail problem with Josie’s mother was going to be far easier.

Meribeth handed her the phone and Josie pressed it against her ear with as much enthusiasm as she had for hugging a dead raccoon.

“Cathy?” she asked, afraid of what she was about to hear. She stared at Meribeth like she was Glinda the Good Witch. Meribeth ran her fingertips along the edges of the roses, her expression serene, as if she hadn’t just called incarceration authorities to help her future daughter-in-law’s trashy mother get out of a threesome exhibitionist mess.

“You won the damn mother-in-law lottery for sure, Josephine,” Aunt Cathy said with a tone of disbelieving wonder tinged with bitterness. “That woman just done more to help save your mother’s ass than anyone I know. I’ll call you back in a few hours and we might not need any money from you for Marlene. I’ll let you know what happens when I know. Have fun flower shopping!”

Click.

There wasn’t enough wine in the world to manage the next few hours.

Tears tightened the back of her throat, making her neck spasm. No. No, no, no. She was not going to cry now. Not in front of Meribeth, who had just untangled a giant ball of Marlene string like she was Mary Poppins with a PhD.

No.

Ok, yes. Damn it.

Apparently she had no choice over the crying thing. It was happening, like it or not, so Josie curled into a little ball and let it happen. The bench she was sitting on had giant planters filled with orchids, the room moist and warm in contrast to the cooler, and as she fell apart at least she was surrounded by the delightful scents of fresh flowers.

It could be worse. She could be crying in a jail waiting room that smelled like pine deodorizer and pee.

Meribeth, to her surprise, said nothing. She expected the usual questions, like, Why didn’t you explain about your mother? or Has she been like this for a long time? or What is wrong with your mother? 

Maybe Alex had warned her. The trip to Ohio for Aunt Cathy’s wedding a while ago had given him a thorough taste of her relatives, and especially of her mother. Between being hit on by her and watching her try to become the adult entertainment at Calvin’s bachelor party, there really wasn’t any secret left to hide from Alex about Marlene at this point.

Josie buried her face in her hands and inhaled deeply.

“You’re not her, Josie,” Meribeth finally said.

Josie jolted.

“No.”

And with that, Meribeth folded herself into the small space on the bench next to Josie, wrapped her arms around her, and said no more.




Chapter Four

Alex

“Your mom is the Ohio equivalent of Florida Man,” Darla declared, telling Josie something she didn’t need to hear. They were at the hotel in Portland, Maine now, Darla and her guys in the room next door. The entire Ohio family was here, sprinkled throughout the hotel—her mother tranquilized by a mix of pills she carried in an old allergy-meds bottle in a giant, fake-leather bag imprinted with pink, white and black leopard patterns. 

The physician in Alex shuddered at the bottle’s appearance. Once Marlene started snoring and Alex could feel the strong, steady pulse, he was grateful. 

Asleep, Josie’s mom was harmless.

Awake, she was a walking disaster.

“Dare I ask?” Josie said with a sigh, giving Alex an arched eyebrow. He could tell she only had one nerve left, and Darla was twanging it like a guitar string in the hands of an unruly four-year-old. Darla was digging through a two-pound bag of warehouse club-size potato chips like she was Indiana Jones looking for the Holy Grail.

“You don’t know what Florida Man is?” Darla marveled, her mouth crammed with food. Manners were never high on her list of cultivated priorities. Alex liked her, though. Darla was a refreshing breeze of reality in a stifling world.

He just shrugged. Alex knew better than to get himself caught in the middle of anything between Darla and Josie. He wasn’t stupid. He had an M.D., but more importantly, he’d been with Josie now for nearly four years. In this relationship, he’d earned an honorary Ph.D. in Estrogen with a minor in Sarcasm.

“Oh, I’ll bite,” Josie said. “What’s ‘Florida Man’?”

Darla grinned like a Cheshire Cat. “‘Florida Man’ is a website where people talk about all the worst news stories that always seem to start with the words ‘Florida Man.’ You know, like ‘Florida Man found feeding his penis to shark tank at Sea World’ or ‘Florida Man sticks fire cracker up his nose and—”

“And how, exactly, is my mother like ‘Florida Man’?” Josie asked, her face sour with a simmer Alex took as a warning, but that Darla misread as genuine interest.

“We can just start a website called ‘Ohio Woman.’” Darla’s level of excitement was way too high. Alex’s suspicion meter started to send out an alert. Where were Trevor and Joe, Darla’s boyfriends? He needed to text them.

Rescue texts came in many, many forms.

“Mmmm hmmmm?” Josie intoned. Uh oh. He knew that tone. Set shields to maximum strength, Commander! He reached for his phone and pulled up Trevor’s number, typing fast. 

“We could put all kinds of web ads on it. You’d get that sucker picked up by Buzzfeed and Reddit and—”

Alex could tell by the way Josie was clutching her steak knife that Darla needed to stop talking. Like, yesterday.

“My mother is not an Internet meme,” Josie growled.

“Uh, actually, she is.” The words came out of his own mouth as if projected, like a ventriloquist’s dummy surprised to discover it’s a real boy. He winced, the realization that Josie hadn’t seen the pictures all over social media sinking in.

She hadn’t seen them because she’d been busy with wedding preparations, burying herself in the very same details she’d declared stupid and insipid a few days ago.

Before.

Before her mother became more popular, in pictures, than that poor Ermahgerd! girl.

Reaching toward him, Josie held out her open palm. “Phone.” Hers was charging on the desk in the hotel room. 

He handed it to her. She looked at the screen.

“‘Josie is about to kill Darla with the phone directory and a coffee stirrer,’” she read aloud. 

Damn it. He hadn’t closed the text window.

Darla was nonplussed, munching away. “If anyone could turn those two items into lethal weapons, it’s Josie,” she agreed.

Big, angry, brown eyes met his, attached to a little more than five feet of vibrating rage in body form. “You’re warning her boyfriends about me? She’s the one calling my mom an Internet meme! You texted Trevor because I’m angry?”

“Look!” Darla said, shaking her head slowly, handing off her own phone, the picture of Marlene wearing a luggage tag on her nipple superimposed with words Alex couldn’t quite read, but he was pretty sure there was a strong chance the word ‘fuck’ or ‘cougar’ was one of them.

Bang bang bang

“DARLA!” a man’s voice shouted from the hallway.

“HELP!” Darla screamed, potato chips flying out of her mouth. “JOSIE’S KILLING ME WITH THE FREE HOTEL PEN.”

Bang bang bang

Darla really, really didn’t know how close that was to being the truth. Alex got up, gave her a look that was pointless, because she thought she was hilarious, and opened the door to find blond Trevor and dark Joe standing there, red-faced and worried, looking nervously over his shoulder.

“Darla okay?”

“She’s just pissing Josie off,” Alex explained, giving Trevor the fist bump he offered. Joe’s frown eased.

“And that’s different from...?” Joe asked, his tight mouth twisting into a smile. Alex gave them a once-over, surprised to see them dressed in business casual outfits, button-down shirts different colors but the pants the same dark navy. Accustomed to seeing them in ratty jeans, concert t-shirts, and flip-flops, the change in attire made Alex look down at his own body.

Where he found himself wearing ratty old jeans, a concert t-shirt, and flip-flops. 

“Darla,” Trevor said, walking into the room and giving Josie a half-wave. “Quit bugging Josie and Alex. They’re getting married in a couple of days. Besides, your mom’s looking for you.” He was clean-shaven and smelled like a popular men’s cologne that was familiar to Alex. 

Unease set in. Was he supposed to be more formal? Were there unspoken expectations Alex wasn’t meeting? Josie hadn’t said a word about his appearance. He’d gotten a haircut back in Boston and planned to shave and, as she ever-so-delicately put it, “manscape” himself before the wedding, a process that was far simpler than it sounded. The beard trimmer setting on his electric razor, applied to dark nether regions, produced sufficient results. It had not occurred to him that business casual was the dress code for the pre-nuptial days, however.

In other words, Trevor and Joe were upstaging him with Josie’s Ohio family.

“Why does Mama need me?” Darla shoved another catcher’s-mitt’s-worth of potato chips in her mouth. One look at her and Alex unclenched. Darla wore a hoodie that said, “I’m the Hot Writer They Warned You About,” with the word “Hot” buried within the longer word “psycHOTic.”

Compared to that, he looked downright courtly.

Trevor shrugged. “I didn’t ask. She just said to go find you.”

Darla rolled her eyes but stood up, thankfully. Alex watched Josie watching her, the eyes following but her face slack with the kind of unexpressed rage he knew would all-too-soon be expressed, like a pressure cooker left plugged in and turned on too long. His appearance was trivial, he realized, the flash of insight hitting him.

Josie was a nervous wreck over her mother.

And he’d been too caught up in the final push to the wedding to realize it.

Some message passed between him, Trevor and Joe as the guys collected Darla, who left with vague assurances of coming back to talk about bridesmaid details, the heavy metal door to the hotel room clanging shut like a prison cell door.

Josie, like Alex, had decided not to have a best ‘person’ at the altar. He didn’t have a best friend; the closest person was his old roommate, who had recently moved to California for his medical residency. When the pre-wedding planning had taken on a life of its own, the lack of a best friend had revealed itself, insidious and disturbing. Josie had Laura and Darla. Trevor and Joe had each other. Mike and Dylan, too. There had never been time for Alex to find a friend, between pre-med studies, med school, and now the hundred-hour weeks of internship and residency.

He’d relied on himself, his extended family, and now Josie, to meet that need.

A pang of jealousy hit him in the solar plexus as he thought of the easy companionship between Trevor and Joe, and Mike and Dylan. Maybe, someday, he’d find a friend. Hadn’t missed that kind of connection until now.

Josie’s sob jerked him out of his distractions, his legs moving him to her before he could consciously think to comfort her, arms around her fast and unquestioning.

“My mom did it!” she bellowed, her mouth vibrating against his breast bone. “She found a way to get arrested and become an Internet meme, all in the space of one flight, Alex! Who does that?”

He had to agree. Marlene was gifted that way. He kept his mouth shut and made soothing, nonverbal tones that he hoped helped. With a mother like Meribeth, he had no framework for understanding Josie’s feelings right now. All he could do was be there for her. The wedding was supposed to be a time of joy, with the focus on the brides and the party, a gathering of family and friends to celebrate their love and commitment to each other.

For years, Josie had moaned and groaned about how awful Marlene was, and Alex had considered her to be a bit hysterical about it. Not exaggerating on purpose, but maybe—he’d thought—she just didn’t have the emotional distance to see Marlene correctly.

Uh, no.

She was dead right.

He stroked her back, sighing heavily himself, trying to let this roll off him. A man who was not drawn to drama, he prided himself on being calm and cool, warm and assuring in his work as an obstetrician, and the same in his relationships outside of work. He’d pulled strings to have his future mother-in-law evaluated in Cleveland and Pittsburgh, and the answers had been about what he’d expected: a traumatic brain injury that wasn’t going to improve. Marlene was who she was. The alternative was heavy psychotropic drugs that wouldn’t solve anything. Just dull her to the point of zombification.

Comforting Josie now, who was releasing more and more of her pain in the embrace, he wondered just what was in Marlene’s little cocktail of pills she carried in her purse.

Josie looked up and kissed him, the taste of salty tears in his mouth as she deepened the kiss, her tongue parting his lips, darting between his teeth. Returning the kiss, he was cautious, not wanting passion to dominate if comfort was what she sought.

As her hands slid under his loose cotton t-shirt, riding up between his shoulder blades, then across the expanse of his back to skim his ribs and hips, her breasts pressing against his pecs, he didn’t have to question what Josie needed.

Wanted.

He didn’t realize how much tension he held until his arms pressed her to him, tighter and more powerful, her heat mixing with his as he tried to fuse their bodies together with tongues and sighs and touch. The bed beneath them cried out for attention as did Josie, and by God, he was going to meet that request.

How long had it been? As Josie’s hands threaded through his hair, his own palm seeking one perfect, ripe breast under her thin summer shirt, he moaned, the days past flickering through his mind like calendar pages. Three days. Three days ago he’d had a shift change so he could take this week off and there had been an hour between his work and hers where the two had made love, lazy and layered, hot and full of the kind of unrolling of pleasure that came with giving themselves permission to lounge and to just be.

As Josie made hitched sighs and little moans from the back of her throat, her hands grasping harder, fingers kneading the tight muscles of his bare back, he realized they could make that happen again. Right here. Right now. Tension and stress about the wedding, her mother, the guests and the flowers and the music all fading as blood coursed through him, his erection pointing in one direction, Josie’s nimble fingers tugging at his shirt until he was half-clothed, hovering over her, and filled with the smoky haze that came when the sensual joy of anticipation replaced the world.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered, eyes red from tears, smile shaky. He returned the favor, stripping off her shirt, thrilled to find her braless. Their years together had changed her body, making it softer, fuller. He loved her in any way, shape or form, his eyes taking in the contours of her skin, time like a buffet before them. 

Sample this. Taste that. Dive in and make yourself full. Satisfy that craving.

Indulge.

“God, I’ve missed you, too.” As the sigh left him, Josie’s hand at his belt, loosening the buckle without asking permission, he felt his skin relax. Boundaries melted, the world less intrusive, his only focus the soft flesh of her inner elbow, the peak of her rosy nipple, the hooded eyes that stared at his jeans as she unleashed him. He ripped off his pants, nude and aching before her.

“Damn,” she said with a hiss, her gaze filled with an arousal that pinkened her cheeks. “You never disappoint.”

The laugh that came from him, a fast huff of surprise and mild self-consciousness, startled him. She could do that, though. Surprise him.

“I hope not,” he murmured, his own hands making quick work of getting her into a naked state like his own, the tip of his erection dragging against the soft curve of her belly, the sensation second only to that moment when he would slide into the wet warmth of her welcome, between her legs and possessing her, driving his love into her as if it needed to be planted there to grow.

“This is what this wedding is about,” he said with a sigh, covering her small form with his much larger one, her body wiggling to find the right position for his thighs to go between her legs, hip bones and knees settling, like panning for gold. “This. Us. Being together. Being free and naked and sticky.” He licked the hollow of her neck with a wide, flat tongue that made her giggle.

“Sticky?” Did you just say sticky? Is that in the vows?” Her giggle was the best gift he could possibly receive right now.

“Yes. Do you, Josephine Elizabeth Mendham, promise to love, honor, obey, and make sticky...”

“Obey?” she squeaked, pretending to be angry. He reached down and sucked one breast into his mouth, tongue teasing the tip as he gave gentle, then more violent, force to his attentions.

A strangled choke of surprise and ecstasy made her stop talking, his hand opening her thighs, finding the sweet pink spot that he knew would show her exactly how much obeying him—right now—would be in her best interests.

“Sticky,” he whispered as he worked to take Josie out of her crowded head and back into her body, a pleasure playground where Alex could create—and enforce—the rules. He found her slick and ready, the sultry wet heat between her legs making him harder, his thigh brushing against hers as he worked with mouth, hands, and his full self to bring her to a place where she was nothing but instinct.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, her wordless response all the encouragement he needed as he released her breast and kissed a line down to her parted legs, his tongue ready for the taste of her. There was no finer moment than the second he breached the distance between his own mouth and her tantalizing flesh between her legs, a mystery to him still. Josie liked to joke that he’d seen thousands of vaginas in his line of work, but none held his worshipful gaze like hers. Her soul lit up her body, and it was that beacon, the blinding spirit whose energy infused this flesh named Josie, that made her special.

As he stroked her, his mouth teasing with kisses along her inner thighs, her legs opening for him like a flower, her hips arching up in a muted please, he smiled, his own breath elongating, deep inhales and exhales like a cleansing ritual.

So he could fill himself with her.

She was so ready, her hips thrusting up against his mouth within seconds. He cursed himself for not knowing. The tension of the past few days made their need for each other increase. Connection was the antidote to chaos. He should have known that, and as he filled his hands with the luxury of her ass, his mouth playing her until her fingers buried themselves in his hair and she began to guide his rhythm, he resolved not to make this mistake again.

Connection first.

She came, crying out his name and fisting her hands in his hair, his body moving, on his knees and staying the course through her frantic orgasms, the spasms and nerves conducting a core joy through her cells that he would never understand. The female orgasm, often studied but never quite mapped, was the closest he felt to a spiritual mystery, that something greater than himself was out there.

In bed, at least.

She was on the pill, condoms no longer needed, and he looked up, skimming her body with his own, the kiss she took from him long and breathless, her taste savored by both as he entered her, his body rigid for a brief second as the sensation—so great, so much greater than himself—took over.

And then he was in her, deep and wide, her legs wrapped around his hips as she bit his earlobe and whispered dirty, dirty thoughts that made him grateful that the universe had led him to this woman.

He expressed his gratitude with thrusts so deep, curved and seeking, until she possessed him with muscles that seized him, making his movements more difficult but oh, so worth it. The all-body claiming that biochemistry made possible as adrenaline and oxytocin and other hormones and chemicals surged through him carried him out of his own mind. He became an animal, all sweat and slide, until his own release made him kiss her hard enough to bang teeth, to taste copper, to feel her fingernails claw his back and all he wanted was more, more, more.

And that would never be enough.




Chapter Five

Laura

“My dress doesn’t fit!” Laura wailed to no one in particular. Then again, no one was actually listening to her, so even if she had chosen a target for her cries of anguish, it wouldn’t have mattered.

Managing twin one-year-olds who had recently learned to walk and stumble after their three-year-old sister meant that lately, conversations were nothing but fleeting cries of caution followed by mutters as Laura cleaned messes made by humans who didn’t know any better.

And sometimes that included Dylan and Mike.

“You look like a Disney Princess, Mama!” Jillian said, stopping in her tracks. Her wide, blue eyes met Laura’s and her red cheeks turned to apples. “Can I be Elsa for the wedding?”

Laura looked down at the white dress she wore. Half her abundant boobage poured out like a tasty cupcake. The bodice dug into her ribs and the skirts made the skin on her thighs itch.

And then little Aaron came bounding around Jillian, chocolate smeared all over his hands and face.

“How did he get chocolate?” Laura asked, the words filled with an edge she didn’t want to have.

“I made him a cake in my little oven!” Jillian cried out with pride. The oven used a lightbulb for heat to cook the little cakes, and Jillian had been long warned only to use it with adults, but apparently Laura couldn’t take ninety seconds to change into her own wedding dress two days before the big day without having Jillian get into mischief.

She grimaced. Of all the days for their nanny, Cyndi, to have food poisoning.

Aaron took one, two, three steps in slow motion toward Laura. Eyes alight with conquest at learning to walk, he pitched forward and began to fall.

Instinct overrode wedding dress and she bent down to catch him before his head met the corner of the coffee table and—

Now her skirts looked like a very fluffy group of Dalmatians cuddled up against her legs. Chocolate smears everywhere, even in the tulle.

Aaron’s big, beautiful eyes filled with tears just as his twin, Adam, toddled over to get his equal share of attention from his mommy. Both possessed dark brown hair, wispier on Aaron but thick on Adam, and brown eyes like little puddles of, well—

Chocolate.

Aaron was the bolder of the two, but Adam more contemplative and serious. Identical twins, they were impossible to tell apart. 

Except for Laura, Dylan, Mike and Jillian. They could always tell.

“Who do I get to marry, Mama? Papa or Daddy?” No one had taught Jillian to call her fathers by different names. And none of the three of them could pinpoint when she’d started calling Mike “Daddy” and Dylan “Papa”, but the names had stuck. Somehow, Jillian had instinctively known they were distinct, separate fathers with different identities. She never confused Daddy for Papa or vice versa. Dylan’s father was Grandpa.

Her only grandpa. She only had Dylan’s parents to fill the ‘grand’ role. Laura’s mom was dead and her dad long gone. Mike’s mom and dad still had no relationship with him, and he wanted to keep it that way.

Until two months ago, Laura had respected that.

Something about the whole wedding process—even if she couldn’t legally wed both Dylan and Mike—had triggered a sentimentality in her that made her weepy every time she looked at the children. Weddings were supposed to be sprawling affairs, with loads of extended family present to celebrate, the three of them had only Dylan’s family.

That was it.

And while his parents and his siblings were great, there was still a hole. Sometimes, Laura would watch Jillian sleeping and wonder if her own mother had done the same, watching a tiny Laura in the depths of her dreams. Did her mom stroke her hair from her forehead and marvel at the miracle of her own love? Did she feel what Laura felt for Jillian, Aaron and Adam? In the quiet moments of the night, when all the chaos had settled down into slumber and the children twisted their tiny bodies in their sheets, limbs flung hither and yon, all-too-often tucked in between her, Mike and Dylan in the enormous double-king bed that they had created, she pondered.

Maybe every mother felt the way Laura did.

The thought made her eyes fill with tears.

When her Uncle Frank had become a threatening presence two years ago, forcing her, Mike and Dylan to take legal action to secure custody rights in case Laura died, so much of Mike’s relationship with his all-too-alive parents had come out. Laura respected the fact that he didn’t want a relationship with them. Didn’t want to expose the grandkids to their intolerance. Unable to accept Mike’s unconventional choice of relationships years before Laura had even met the guys, they’d cut off all contact.

And yet surely, Laura had hoped, they would want to meet their grandchildren?

Grandchildren who were currently ‘painting’ the walls with chocolate-covered hands.

“Oh, boy,” Dylan said, marching into the room and giving Laura an appraising look. “Is that a new fashion statement?” He scooped up Aaron, holding the toddler’s hands out and away from his body as he walked toward the bathroom. Before Laura could answer, she heard the rush of water.

“Baf!” Jillian shrieked, sprinting down the hallway while waving a princess wand.

“Ba!” Adam mimicked, following behind like a man on stilts on the deck of a listing ship. Whump. He went down on his bum, then pressed his palms into the ground, butt up, body next, and the toddling resumed.

Laura looked down at her wrecked dress.

“New fashion statement?” she muttered to herself. “Did he really just say that? Sure. Skid mark bride.” She snorted.

“Uh,” said a deep voice behind her. She whirled around to find her nose in Mike’s chest. “Is that a new kink I’ve never heard of?”

The bubble of giggles that exploded in her throat made her nose bounce against a button on his shirt. Laura’s foul mood instantly lifted as she looked up to find kind, loving eyes capturing hers.

Eyes so much like Jillian’s.

As Mike pulled her into a warm embrace, Laura closed her eyes and let herself enjoy it. With the wedding preparations in overdrive, she lived on adrenaline, cortisol, coffee and hope these days. She was a live wire inside a flesh body.

One that didn’t fit her wedding dress.

“I am guessing Jillian had another culinary creation with that oven Josie and Alex gave her for her birthday?” Mike murmured in her ear, his own deep, rumbling chuckle making it impossible for her not to join in and extend her laughter.

“And the boys found their share,” she said into his chest.

“Hey! Water stays in the bathtub! Don’t pour it out onto the floor!” Dylan called out, clearly struggling to contain at least one errant child in the tub.

Jillian ran past Laura, completely naked, her princess wand’s ribbon trailing her. Laura peeked down the hallway to see a very wet, naked Adam toddling away. She pulled back to retrieve him, but Dylan popped out of the bathroom, scooped him up, and was back with Aaron in one second.

“Jeeeeee!” she heard Aaron—or was it Adam?—squeal as Jillian must have joined her brothers in the tub.

“Wine?” Mike whispered. “We could open a bottle of merlot and sneak out onto the deck and pretend we never heard Dylan’s call for help.”

“What call for help?” Laura asked, puzzled.

“Can’t I get some help in here?” Dylan boomed.

“Predicted it,” Mike said. She looked up. His eyebrow was quirked. He lowered his voice. “If we tiptoe away, we can—”

“I know you’re out there and can hear me! If you ditch me for wine again, I’m gonna feed the twins garlic hummus again before leaving them with you for the day, Mike.”

Laura felt Mike tense, then sigh. Parenting was so glamourous. When had threatening diaper bombs via garlic hummus had become a viable tactic to strong-arm Mike for help?

When Dylan had figured out it worked.

“So much for a nice glass of red wine,” he groused.

“We have the honeymoon,” she soothed. Their nanny, Cyndi, and her niece, Ellie, would take the kids for a week while Mike, Laura and Dylan spent a week in Paris. Laura was so excited she felt like she could burst. The three of them had never, ever had a trip without kids. She’d gotten pregnant with Jillian by accident so soon after meeting Mike and Dylan, and now that the twins slept through the night (mostly), they felt it would work well.

Besides, Dylan’s parents were staying at the cabin after the wedding, and would be a crucial set of hands to help. Between Cyndi, her niece, and Dylan’s parents, they had it covered. Four adults for three kids should be enough.

Right?

Right?

“In three days!” he protested, but guided her toward the bathroom. As they turned and peered in the door, she realized quickly that Dylan’s single set of hands was most definitely not enough for three kids.

He was, to put it bluntly, soaking wet, clothes and all, standing in the bathroom doorway and shooting daggers at both of them.

“You jump in with the kids?” Mike asked.

“Not wet by choice,” Dylan answered through gritted teeth.

Mike’s booming laugh made Laura’s toes curl.

“They triple-teamed me!”

“Three toddlers outsmarted you?” Laura joked.

“Not surprised,” Mike muttered.

 “Hey!” Dylan snapped, shaking his wet head. “Who gave Jillian that half-gallon pitcher to pour with?”

Mike stopped laughing and suddenly pretended he was anywhere but here.

“You take over,” Dylan announced, reaching for the hem of his shirt and pulling it up, exposing gloriously cut abs and a chest that still made Laura go weak in the knees when she saw it naked. Her pulse quickened at the sight, and her throat went dry.

Other parts became distinctly wet.

Dylan caught her eye, then did a double take as her eyes lingered over him, giving his body a visual once-over that left her flushed and heated.

“Like what you see?”

“Love it.”

“Hey!” Mike barked. “You’re sniping my girl!” He and Dylan changed places, Mike peeking in on the kids in the tub, half attuned to the adult conversation and half focused on the kids who were three feet away.

“She was mine first!” Dylan retorted. The joke never got old.

“Yeah, well, you may have found her, but she stayed because of me,” Mike shot back.

“Not true! My incredible good looks and firefighter body was what—”

SPLASH!

A wall of water appeared around Mike’s back, like a giant wave crested from behind.

“Daddy’s wet now!” Jillian squealed, holding an empty pitcher. “We’re giving Daddy a baf, too!” Two rubber duckies bounced off Mike’s shoulders, going in erratic patterns as giggles poured out from the bathroom behind him.

Dylan’s laughter could be heard all the way from their Massachusetts cabin to the top of Mount Monadnock in New Hampshire.

Mike closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth, an old pattern Laura knew he used to remain calm. The edges of his shirt were clinging to his hips, and a wet spot spread from behind, up his crotch area. Jillian’s “baf” had hit his midsection dead-on.

And then:

“EEWWWW! Daddy! Aaron’s peeing in the baftub! Stop it, Aaron! Pee pee goes in the potty! Not in the tub!” Jillian screeched, appearing at Mike’s knee and yanking on his hand. “Aaron’s peeing on my mermaid toy again! Make him stop, Daddy!”

Mike’s face was a mask of attempted Zen.

He failed.

Dylan unbuckled his wet pants and stood before her, clad only in boxer briefs, leering at Laura. She was torn.

Hot partner wanting sex

or

Help with three toddlers in the tub?

Not a hard decision for most people.

And then Jilly decided her fate for her.

“Papa! Mama’s the only one who isn’t wet.” Jilly used her princess wand to point. “I’m wet. Aaron’s wet. Adam’s wet. Daddy’s wet. But you’re not!” She gave Laura such a sweet look that it was inconceivable that Laura would look away.

But she did. For self-preservation’s sake.

Dylan and Mike managed to change expressions to the exact same mischievous look at the exact same time, split seconds before Laura could sprint away.

Someone’s impossibly-strong arms grabbed her and lifted her. All she saw was the ceiling. Her fists were ineffective against the wall of muscle that carried her, then gently dropped her into the giant Jacuzzi tub in the bathroom where Adam sat, sweetly, in a foot of water, playing with a plastic dolphin.

Laura was soaked, wedding dress and all.

“There,” Jillian declared, smiling. “Now we’re all wet. We match! We’re one big, wet, happy family.”

Yes, Laura thought, as Adam stood and began peeing in the water next to her and she jumped in the air to get out fast. Yes, we are.

* * *

“And then,” Laura said into the phone as she unpeeled yet another cheese stick wrapper for one of the kids, “Adam stood up and started peeing in the tub while I was—”

“STOP!” Josie yelled back. “I am never going to want children if you keep this up!”

“It’s not always like this,” Laura protested, but weakly. Actually, it was often like this. Minus being peed on.

Okay, it truthfully involved being peed on a lot more than she’d imagined before having kids....

Maybe she really did need to stop talking about raising kids with Josie. She wanted Alex and Josie to join the parenthood club with her, biology willing. Alex was more than ready, and with the wedding coming in two days, Josie’s excuses were falling apart.

“Laura, I know what parenting’s like. I pretty much parented Darla from the age of four until I left for college.”

Laura didn’t know what to say, because the truth in that statement made her feel so bad for Josie.

“Let’s talk about something more cheerful.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that my mother’s been charged with public indecency and possibly some sort of federal crime for having sex with two hot hockey players in an airplane bathroom on her flight from Ohio to the wedding.”

Laura dropped the cheese stick on the ground. Adam toddled over, picked it up, and started gnawing on it.

Five second rule, Laura thought absentmindedly.

“Could—could you repeat that, Josie? I don’t think I quite heard you right.”

“My mom fucked two college hockey players in an airplane bathroom,” Josie said slowly.

“Okay,” Laura said faintly. “I did hear you right the first time.”

“See? I’d rather be peed on than deal with this shit. Hell, I’d rather have Darla glue her anus to my bathroom wall again than watch my mother’s naked body come through the luggage carousel at the Portland airport.”

Laura’s eyes bugged out of her head. “That happened?”

“Haven’t you been watching the news?” Josie asked, her voice filled with incredulity.

“Cyndi got food poisoning. We’re on our own this week. I don’t have time to read the back of a cereal box or watch anything on television other than Bubble Guppies, so no. No, I haven’t been watching the news.”

“Well, my mom got her fifteen minutes of fame.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah. Me, too. Meribeth’s been great, though. We’re in Portland making some final decisions about flowers before we head up north to the campground.” Josie’s voice sounded weird. Laura couldn’t put her finger on it. 

“You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m juggling last-minute questions about chocolate flavors for the dipping fountain along with calls from bail bondsmen, Laura. No. Not okay.”

Laura sighed, the sound meant to convey sympathy. “I wish I were in Portland with you.”

“When do you guys leave?”

“Tomorrow. Cyndi got food poisoning and we’ll come tomorrow. She’ll head up the next day, assuming she’s still on the mend.”

“And if she’s not?”

“We’ll postpone Paris.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“Me, too, but what else can we do? Dylan’s parents aren’t able to handle all three kids alone. The kids are super-attached to Cyndi, and it’ll be hard enough for them to have me, Mike and Dylan gone for a week. I’d rather lose our hotel and plane ticket money for bailing at the last minute than spend all our time on our honeymoon worrying about the kids.”

“I get it. I really do.”

Josie sounded so...deflated.

Laura sat up.

“I’m coming. Now.”

“I really don’t need to know this much about your sex life.”

“WHAT?” Laura’s brain shifted gears until she got the joke. “Ha ha.” At least this was more like the old Josie Laura knew. “I mean I’m getting in the car this afternoon and coming to Portland. Now. Mike and the guys can follow.”

“You—what?”

“You need a friend.”

“I need a good defense lawyer for my mom.”

“Sorry. I never went to law school. Can’t be a lawyer. I know how to be a good friend, though.”

“You know how to be a great friend.”

Laura could feel Josie’s smile through the phone, and that meant Josie was right.

Laura was a great friend.

“So give me a few hours to explain it all to the guys and the kids, pack up, and get on the road. What hotel are you at in Portland?”

Josie named a nice, upscale boutique hotel on the water that Laura had heard of. “I’ll reserve you a room,” Josie said. “And we can go out to dinner. Did you know there’s a store here where they sell nothing but flavored pop?”

“Flavored popsicles?”

“No. Pop. You know...soda.” Josie’s midwestern roots showed sometimes.

“Can’t wait to get there and see.”

“Hey, Laura?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. You—it’s like you can read my mind and figure out exactly what I need. Only there’s no sex involved.”

“Um, I guess that’s a compliment?”

“It is.”

“You’re so weird, Josie.”

“I know.”

“I like weird.”

“As if you have a choice.”

Laura hummed as she got off the phone, and as she turned around to go find Mike and Dylan, she was greeted by a trail of cheese stick wrappers. Following it, she found all three kids sitting in a toy bin, the toys scattered everywhere, Jillian clutching a 48-pack of cheese sticks that now held one.

One.

It had been full when Laura opened it fifteen minutes ago.

“Where are all the cheese sticks?” Laura asked her.

Jillian pointed to her mouth, Adam’s mouth, and Aaron’s mouth. All three looked like chipmunks stuffing their cheeks for winter. Laura looked behind the couch. About fifteen cheese sticks rested on the ground, like cream-colored Lincoln Logs.

“Jilly, no!” Laura took the bag from her daughter, snatched up all the cheese sticks from behind the couch, and began counting. Seventeen accounted for.

How had three children eaten thirty-one cheese sticks so fast?

Dylan shouted from the other room: “Why are there cheese sticks in the heating grate and oh, God, are those my car keys again?”

Big, fat tears filled Jillian’s eyes. She said nothing. Adam and Aaron chewed. Adam grinned at Laura.

“I sorry, Mama.”

“You can’t do this, Jillian.” Laura shook the bag of cheese sticks.

“I wanted to help. Aaron was hungry.”

“Aaron can’t talk yet, so how did you know he was hungry?”

“He said, ‘May I please have some cheese, Jillian.’” The little girl’s sincerity through the lie was so adorable Laura almost laughed.

Almost.

“Guh!” Adam actually said, reaching into his mouth, pulling out a wad of unchewed cheese, and holding it out in one plump little fist for Laura to take.

Dylan came into the room and looked at the kids, then Laura. “What’s up?”

Romance, she thought.

“We’re having a cheese stick crisis,” she explained.

He blinked, mouth twitching with amusement, and looked at each child. “How many?”

“Thirty-one.”

He handed her the contents of one hand. “Well, here are eight more. So that’s twenty-three missing.”

“If the three of them ate an average of eight cheese sticks each, there goes dinner.”

“It’s not a big deal, Laura.”

“Who put a cheese stick in my running shoe?” Mike called out from the front door landing. He was dressed in summer running clothes, which for Mike meant shorts, socks, and shoes, with a t-shirt slung over his shoulder.

“I was on the phone for less than ten minutes! How could they get these everywhere?” Laura cried out.

“Ninjas. We have three little cheese ninjas,” Dylan said in a dramatic voice, making Jillian giggle.

Josie’s words about having kids crept into Laura’s mind. Three and a half years ago she would never have envisioned her life quite like this. Guarding an oversized bag of Costco cheese sticks and mercenarily questioning her toddlers over the contents.

What the hell was she doing?

“Here,” she said, thrusting the bag in Mike’s hands and sprinting out the door, welcoming the hot, humid weather with the blessed relief of experiencing some kind of change that shocked her out of herself. Being in charge of three kids was more than enough for three adults. You would think one-on-one would be enough, but it wasn’t. The children seemed to multiply, as if the sum of the three of them were greater when you put them in the same room.

And then there was the wedding.

Josie was her best friend in the world. These past two years since all the guys had proposed were filled with her pregnancy, the surprise of having twins, the delight of the babies, and the relentless joy of planning the double wedding.

And yet.

In the corners of Laura’s mind, where dark thoughts lived, a jealous little green monster crouched in the shadows, hissing and grunting, just there...coming out at times to groan and wiggle and make itself known.

Josie would actually marry Alex in three days. They would be husband and wife.

Laura? Laura had to pretend.

Dylan and Mike were husband and husband. On paper, anyway. They never, ever talked about what happened that day at the Cambridge courthouse, when they’d taken care of the necessity of legal protection for Jillian. Having her two dads—one biological, one not—marry each other had given the three adults some breathing space as fears of a legal system gone awry in the event of Laura’s death were assuaged.

After the twins had come out, as dark as Jillian was fair, it had been obvious: Mike was Jillian’s biological father, while Dylan had fathered the twins. A short talk with Josie, the only person in Laura’s life who had seen the birth certificates, confirmed it.

Truth be told, Laura, Mike and Dylan had known Jillian was of Mike’s blood for a long time. Waiting until they’d had more children, and especially knowing each man had fathered at least one child (bonus—two in one shot for Dylan, as he liked to say...), had changed the calculus of their daily lives in more ways than one.

They’d all relaxed. The power balance in the relationship seemed more smoothed out. If you had asked them three years ago whether the children’s paternity mattered, they’d all three have argued until red in the face that it didn’t matter.

It hadn’t.

Until it did.

As Laura fairly ran down the well-worn path through the woods, away from the cabin, she let these thoughts loop through her mind, the cheese sticks long forgotten, the thousands of tiny details about the wedding all on pause.

Josie would be Alex’s wife.

And Laura would just be the same as she ever was to Mike and Dylan in the eyes of the law.

Nothing.

 




Chapter Six

Dylan

He watched as the long, flowing skirt Laura now wore billowed out behind her, gauzy and mysterious, like something almost gothic. Almost four years together and he still hardened at the sight of her sometimes, her beauty more captivating as their life together deepened and matured. 

Through thick and thin, she had been so loving, so stalwart, her joy for life and ability to go with the flow such a wonderful gift. Dylan observed Laura as the woods swallowed her, walked into the living room, and found a very perplexed Mike holding a bag of cheese sticks designed to feed an entire Boy Scout troop.

“What’s going on?” he asked as Adam struggled to take off his diaper. They’d recently learned to put it on backwards, so the toddler couldn’t remove it. Adam grunted with frustration.

“Laura. She’s...I don’t know.” Mike surveyed the chaos. “I think she needs one of us to go after her. She seemed really upset.”

“I’ll go,” Dylan volunteered, less out of a desire to escape the craziness of the kids and driven more by something primal. 

Mike sensed it and just nodded.

Nearly a decade and a half with him had only gotten better, too. Dylan counted himself a lucky man. He slipped on his shoes and jogged out the door, glad he was wearing a lightweight Lycra tank and running shorts, for the late-summer Massachusetts air was stifling.

Three days. In three days, they would be at a giant wedding, a celebration in public that solidified what Laura, Mike and Dylan had in private. Marrying Mike two years ago hadn’t been a real wedding for him, and neither man wanted it to be. It had been a trick. A legal trick to protect Jillian, and nothing more.

Marrying Laura should be legal, he thought. But if it wasn’t, this was as close as they could get.

He caught up to her easily, finding her next to a tiny stream that ran beside the path, an old tree having fallen, creating a small bridge. Jillian loved to stand on the rotting log and throw small stones into the water. Laura sat on it, shoes next to her, feet dangling so low her toes skimmed the water’s surface. Her flowing skirt covered the decaying log, the contrast making her look like a woodland fairy.

“Hi,” he said softly, trying not to startle her.

She looked up and gave him a sad smile. “Hi.”

“You want to be alone?”

Her smile was shaky, upper lip trembling.

“No.”

A tiny piece of his heart snapped off and floated into his bloodstream, like a branch of driftwood without aim, at the look on her face. He eased himself onto the log, careful not to dump her shoes in the stream, and sat next to her, the soles of his feet on the wood, his knees up as he leaned back on his hands.

“What’s going on?”

“I’ll never be your wife.”

The direct answer felt like a slap, like an angry welt across his soul. 

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.”

“Is it...do you want...do you want to marry me?”

“With all my heart! But I want to marry Mike, too. And we can’t. Josie gets to actually marry Alex at the campground in a few days, and I’ll walk down the aisle, too. Wear a wedding dress. Carry a bouquet. We’ll do all the same things on the same day and everything she does will be genuine and I’m just playing pretend. By the end of the day I’ll be as married to you and Mike as Jillian is to her Barbie dolls when she plays bride!”

“Double ouch,” he said, taking a deep breath, the force of her despair catching him off guard. It wasn’t that he hadn’t thought of all the things she was saying. He had. It was that he didn’t know she felt the same way.

And with such vehemence.

“I love you both so much. And two years ago, this wedding seemed like the perfect idea. Invite a ton of friends and family, do a double wedding with Josie and Alex. Have it at a great outdoor location. Then we had the twins, and we just spent the last year trying to remember how to sleep again, and I just...” Her words broke up like that piece of his heart.

His blood pounded in his ears, rushing like the stream did during the spring thaw.

“Do you want to cancel the wedding?” He struggled to come up with a way to fix her pain.

“What? NO!” Laura stood abruptly, shaking the log and nearly pitching him into the water. She began to pace, her balance remarkable, toes prehensile, clinging to the wood.

“Then what? What can I do?” he asked helplessly.

“You don’t have to do anything! Just listen.”

“That’s worse than doing nothing.”

She gave him a look so devoid of reason he burst out laughing.

“I’m sorry Laura. I just...I want to solve your problem.”

“I don’t think you can.”

“Triple ouch.” His brain felt like hot cotton candy, sticky and fuzzy. He could feel her emotional pain and had no viable options. He couldn’t change the law. Couldn’t change society.

They had to live around it, bending and twisting to make their life fit in whatever way they could.

“I know.” She spoke quickly, as if trying to avoid her own feelings. Carefully balanced, she walked off the log and stood on the bare-dirt shore, worrying a tree root with the tip of her toes. “I’m being silly. I can’t change it. Just have to feel it, then let it go.”

She was right. That was all any of the three of them could do.

“You know,” he said, retrieving her shoes, walking to her, pulling Laura’s sweet, soft warmth against his chest as he dropped the sandals, “If I could give you what you want, I would.”

“You’ve given me everything I could ever want, Dylan.” He wasn’t expecting the kiss she gave him, a warm, sweet mesh of lips and tongue that engulfed him in seconds, turning from affection to passion so fast that before he knew it, he had her backed up against a tree, hands on her creamy inner thighs, pulling her panties down as her hands stripped his shorts down, unleashing him.

He sank into the wet, warm love of her body, their eyes locked as he drove home, her teeth biting into his lip as they kissed, his cotton-candy mind clearing with the hoarse cry from his throat that accompanied a climax that slammed into him as if shoved from the sheer force of love that made him want her so badly.

It was over in seconds.

The best seconds he’d had in a long time.

“What the hell was that?” she murmured against his raw shoulder, her voice woozy and low. She sighed, the rush of breath warm against his back, his hips pinning her against the thick, scarred bark of an old tree. They were on private land, yet so public.

So bold.

“That was exactly what we both needed,” he said, hearing the shake in his voice. Except his words were a lie.

He hadn’t needed that.

He’d craved it.

And now he wanted more.

As he pulled out of Laura, his eyes ate her up, taking in the flushed cheeks, her mussed hair, the slightly dazed look of a woman well fucked. They hadn’t had a quickie like this—so unplanned, so forbidden—in, well...

Not in ever.

“Do you remember our first date?” she asked, as if reading his mind. “The alley? After we ate dinner? We almost had sex right there, up against that brick wall.”

“Remember it?” he asked in a voice thick with sex. “I wish we had. God, I wanted you so much. I knew the second I laid eyes on you that you were mine. Ours.”

Her throat tremored as she swallowed, the delicate line of her neck screaming for a kiss. A suck. His mark, to show the world she was his.

Maybe that’s what this massive thunderstorm of sexual need was all about. If society wouldn’t let them make what their hearts knew to be true legally, then he needed to imprint his scent on her. Claim her. Make her his.

And Mike needed to do the same, too.

It was almost feral. So alpha, so animalistic that as he tucked himself back in his shorts he realized he was hardening again. The thrill of heated desire poured through his muscles, making them tense and loose at the same time, a strange paradox that only Laura could trigger.

“Damn it,” he said, pursing his lips and blowing out a frustrated breath.

“What?” When she brushed her long, blonde waves away from her face like that, all he could think about was having Laura naked beneath him, writhing in ecstasy with the blue sky above them, a field of wildflowers their only bed.

And...fuck.

He was hard as a rock.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but—”

Her kiss was an unexpected blow, a strike of pure power, her tongue plundering his like she was taking him prisoner and he was doomed. Doomed by the flesh, by the ritual of lust between them that needed no prelude.

Mine, she was screaming with teeth that nipped and lips that would be raw and red tomorrow.

Mine.

He picked her up and set her down on the bare ground, reaching between them with fast fingers to unleash what had just been inside her.

“Again,” she begged.

“I came out here to comfort you.”

“Then do it, damn it. Comfort me like this.” Her hip shifted and one hand guided him in, her back arching up as he pulled her neckline down, suckling one gorgeous, rose nipple into his mouth, her groan all the encouragement he needed. Wild. She was so wild, running on pure impulse, and as his thrusts drove harder and deeper she begged for more.

More.

“You,” he said, his breath coming so fast as he fell, fell deeper and deeper into the hot abyss that was their core, “are everything to me. Everything. This—I—oh, God, Laura,” he rasped as his climax slammed him up and high, driving into her with a pounding that felt ungentlemanly until she matched his rhythm, desperate for it too, needing the force of their almost violent coupling to take them to a place where society didn’t matter.

Didn’t matter at all.

The sound of his name from her mouth made him shudder, pouring more of himself into the same body that had borne him his children, the same ripe, round ass that drove him mad as it walked past him a thousand times a day during the daily grind of domestic life.

Out here, she was wild and free, whispering, “Dylan, Dylan, Dylan,” over and over like she was etching it into her throat, turning his name into something that hummed from her vocal cords, carved deep into her subconscious, claimed by him.

As she panted, body grabbed by short shivers that meant her nerves were returning to baseline, she ran her hands along his arms, curving and twisting like a cartographer mapping new land.

Except his body was the Old World in Laura’s hands.

Collapsing against each other, the tree standing there as silent witness to their passion, they both began to laugh, a sultry sound of sexual conspiracy. Whatever the hell that just was, Dylan wanted more of it. Every day. Every week.

Just...more.

Her long sigh as her hands groped for her panties, strewn across a pile of green leaves that he eyed carefully, made him feel the same longing, too. 

“Not poison ivy?” she asked, her voice lifting up at the end in a question.

She read his mind. “No, it’s not.” Earlier in the spring, Jilly had run like a free little fairy through a new portion of the woods and learned a hard New England greenery lesson: the little leaves-of-three carried a nasty, itchy oil that meant pure torture for a few weeks. If Laura’s panties had fallen on poison ivy, well...

“That’s the last place I want a rash,” Laura said with a laugh, standing and pulling her skirt up, balancing against the tree with one hand to dress herself.

He watched her from the ground, ignoring the ache of one thigh, smiling at the strange domesticity of their conversation. For a few more minutes they could live in this passion bubble, right? Just the two of them. No kids, no Mike, no wedding plans, no calls from Josie, no worries about Laura’s business, no teething toddlers and—

“I forget, you know,” she said as she sat on the ground next to him, resting her leg against his chest. He sat up, and she leaned against him, her head on his shoulder.

“Forget what?”

“To be Laura.”

“You’re always Laura.”

“You know what I mean.”

He did. Their days were filled with being Mama and Daddy and Papa. With Mike running the ski resort, Dylan managing charities, and Laura working on the dating service that never seemed to gain enough traction—but plenty of criticism—to do what she’d hoped for people like the three of them.

“You can be Laura whenever you want.”

She snorted. A part of him wanted to laugh with her, but another part angered. Not at her, but at the notion that she felt their life did this to her. Suppressed her. Made her unable to be.

Because if being Laura meant wild abandon like this, then he and Mike needed far, far more Laura and far, far less Mama in their lives.

“What was it someone once said? The days are long but the years are short?” Laura murmured against his shoulder.

“How about the nights are short because nobody ever gets any sleep.”

She laughed, the sound like the answer to every problem Dylan had ever experienced, as if her giggles alone could solve everything. If he could make Laura laugh like that once a day, he thought, he’d consider his time on earth well spent.

They walked quietly, hand in hand, back to the house. He felt strangely neutral, as if the wild sex had reset him somehow. Was this what it felt like to be Mike? Zen might not be the right word to describe Dylan’s mood, but it was close. He was in balance. At peace. 

Calm.

Grateful.

The walk up the steps to the house felt like he was climbing a mountain, his body perfectly drained by the time they reached the cabin. At home, he knew, Mike would expect him and Laura to help out; they’d left him alone for more than an hour, and when you were the lone adult in charge of three toddlers, time multiplied by four.

Parenting math.

Laura turned and looked over her shoulder as she opened the front door, flashing him a dazzling grin that made him hard again. What the hell was going on?

The sounds of happy children playing in the background tickled his ears. Jillian was humming some Disney song to herself while she played with a set of dolls. Adam banged on the back of a pot with a wooden spoon. Aaron stacked blocks in the corner, then kicked them over. All three looked up the second Laura walked into the living room, and Aaron lifted his fat little hands to her, begging to be picked up.

Laura complied, then shot Dylan a look so smolderingly hot he wondered if they could get away with a quickie in the bathroom.

Aaron yawned. Adam paused his drumming and yawned, too.

Laura scooped them up, one twin on each hip, a look she called her newest fashion.

“I’ll lay down with the boys for their nap. I could use a little rest.” She gave Dylan a wink.

Dazed, he wandered into the kitchen to find Mike stirring something on the stove.

“You take care of Laura?” Mike asked, his voice casual and pleasant.

Dylan was dumbstruck. Frozen in place, he could only blink. Each time his eyelids snapped shut he tasted Laura, heard her breath rasp against his ear, lived their passion one snapshot at a time. He hesitated for so long that Mike paused, too, tilting his head like he had a question to ask.

Finally, Dylan did the only thing that made sense. He told the truth.

“Um, yeah.” He took in a deep breath, eyebrows raised, and ran a firm hand through his sweat-soaked hair. “I sure did.”




Chapter Seven

Jeremy

Weddings gave him the willies.

Ceremony. Standards. Rituals and all sorts of protocols that the rest of the world seemed to know, but Jeremy didn’t. Stand here. Wear this. Hold that. Say the following. He’d never been in an actual wedding, thank God. Without any brothers or sisters, and born to his parents so late in life that his aunts and uncles were all married off and his parents had died before he’d formed close relationships with cousins—all much older—he’d only had to attend the weddings of a handful of high school and college friends.

This wedding at the campground carried a kind of dread.

For the past few years, he and Mike and Lydia had lived either at the campground or in various places around the world, their little threesome a haven from, well...pretty much everything. The rest of the world went on, and they lived their life together however they wanted. Lydia had been stubborn, at first, refusing to accept money from him or Mike. She had worked for her parents for the first year they’d lived here, while the house her father gave her was being built.

The house was a beauty, he had to admit. Nicer than any of the others. His and Mike’s money had allowed them to do upgrades, and having an off-the-grid energy system had softened even old Pete when it came to letting him and Mike foot the bill.

Stubborn, these Charles folks. Time had been the best tool for getting them to accept the only resource Mike and Jeremy really had in this new life: money.

Escape Shores Campground was the epitome of a family business, and Jeremy had spent the first year living there just marveling at how so many people could come together to form a cohesive unit. There were arguments and fights. Snits and hurt feelings. Tempers and accusations. But when push came to shove, all of the family members who worked there came together to make sure the customers got what they wanted:

A true escape.

Maybe that’s why he and Mike had folded on the issue of where to live so quickly. Lydia had been adamant that they spend one year here.

At the end of that year, he understood.

“Honey!” Lydia called out. “Can you help with this box of lobster lollipops?”

Sentences you never, ever imagined directed at you.

“Sure,” he replied, ambling over to where a truck was unloading boxes and even pallets. Pallets of what looked like chairs.

“What’s that?” he asked as he jutted his chin toward the chairs, picking up the box that was, indeed, marked “Lobster Lollipops: Gross 144.”

Right. Gross.

“Mom and Dad are so inundated with requests for big weddings now that enough people are hearing about this one that they decided to buy a hundred more chairs.”

“Where are they going to store them?” Space was at a premium these days.

“We’re building a new storage structure,” Adam replied cheerfully, coming from behind and picking up yet another box of lollipops. What the hell were these wedding people doing with nearly three hundred lobster-shaped lollipops?

He was about to open his mouth and ask that when Adam shouted to Lydia, “We need to schedule the extra security—can you call that in?” 

“Sure!” she shouted back, disappearing behind one of the delivery trucks.

“Security?” Jeremy and Adam walked at a swifter pace than he would have chosen. Adam looked just like Sandy, but with a masculine, military air about him. He was in the National Guard, but hadn’t served in combat. Not yet. 

Not ever, everyone hoped. After losing one sibling, Luke, to war, Lydia and her siblings couldn’t handle losing another.

“The billionaires and their bride have some mild threats that require increased security,” Adam explained.

Jeremy came to a dead halt. “The billionaires and their bride? That’s how you refer to them?”

“How else am I supposed to refer to them?”

“How about by name. They have names, right?”

Adam chuckled. “Fine, Laura, Mike and Dylan. Better?” His eyes had that same prankster look in them that Miles had. 

The comparison wasn’t a compliment.

“Where’s Mike?” Jeremy asked, looking back at the enormous amount of stuff that needed to be unloaded.

“Which Mike?”

“What do you mean, which Mike?”

Adam raised his eyebrows.

Jeremy got it.

“Oh. Right.”

“Two Mikes. Both billionaires.”

“Technically, Mike’s still not one.”

“Fuck you, Jeremy,” said a familiar voice from behind them. “You constantly point that out, don’t you? It’s like a dick-waving contest, only with bank accounts.”

Adam didn’t even try to hide his grin, brown eyes widening, then narrowing. Something in the quirk of Adam’s mouth resembled his brother, Miles. He might as well drop the box of lobster lollipops and grab a bowl of popcorn.

“I am not constantly bringing it up. We were just trying to distinguish you from Mike the billionaire who is getting married here.”

“I’ve seen pictures of him. The guy looks like Thor. Do I look like Thor?” Mike challenged. 

Given his silver hair, bright blue eyes, and the fact that he was a good half a foot shorter than Thor, Jeremy had to say:

“No.”

“Then quit talking about how I’m not a billionaire.”

“Touchy,” Adam mumbled under his breath. Jeremy didn’t spend much time with Adam, who was on the road much of the year, representing the campground as he tried to expand brand marketing. Adam and Dan had hopes of creating a chain of campgrounds in the northeast. 

Jeremy was quickly becoming fond of him, though.

“You want help unloading, or you want to needle me?”

“I want to beat you at Fallout 4.”

“Never gonna happen....” Mike had developed an insatiable desire for video games their first winter in Maine, stuck inside with nothing to do but have sex, watch television and play video games.

There was, apparently, a limit to how much sex you could have. Who knew?

“Laura and Josie are about to arrive,” Sandy said from behind him, making him jump and lose his grip on a box. His heart hammered in his chest. A little harder and it would thump against the cardboard.

“Aren’t they early?” Lydia asked, shoving some other box at Adam, who grunted as he shifted its weight in his arms.

“They want some girl time. They’re best friends,” Sandy explained with a smile. “Like you and Krysta, honey. Imagine if you had a double wedding with her.”

“And Caleb,” Jeremy muttered. Lydia whacked him, the clip hitting his kidney and making him yelp.

“Someone say my name?” Caleb said, his voice lower than normal. Caleb was the only fair-haired kid in the family, a young man who carried the slightly-haunted look of being the youngest brother in a family of six. 

Jeremy swiveled and saw Caleb and Adam share a meaningful look. Sandy and Lydia eyed them with suspicion. 

He hated all this nonverbal nonsense these Charles family members had going on. He’d never, ever understand what went unspoken between them. Too much history. Too much shared experience. Not that Jeremy minded being an outsider.

Most of the time.

But right now he wished he were part of the tribe, because the ratio of unspoken to spoken words was about a thousand to one.

“Hey,” Mike said, coming up from behind him and placing a hand on his shoulder. Mike’s face had changed over the years, tension easing. Spending most of their time in the middle of Nowhere, Maine, had led to a massive change in Mike. The ambition was still there, but channeled into places outside of business.

Mike had become a champion of Jeremy’s nonprofit efforts, but had turned much of his focus to fitness. First, his own, spending hours sea kayaking, running, mountain biking, and hiking. The three planned to hike the long Appalachian Trail sometime in the next two years, though Jeremy and Lydia had barely managed Maine’s largest peak, Mount Katahdin, without oxygen masks.

Mike’s deep interest—Lydia used the word “obsession” frequently—in fitness had morphed into a business idea. He was currently traveling to major fitness events, from Tough Mudder to Ironman Triathlons to cancer fundraising walks and runs to offer an integrated software solution that would tie together the most difficult management aspects of these events and make them seamless to run.

Awesome? Yes. Profitable? No.

And Mike had learned to be just fine with that.

“Hey, yourself. What’s up?” Jeremy couldn’t stop watching Lydia out of the corner of his eye, her shorts a little tight, her ass cheeks peeking out here and there as she stooped, bent, and stretched with the effort of unloading boxes. He needed to stop this, because pretty soon what he felt for Lydia was about to become as evident as a lobster lollipop in his pants.

“What’s this weekend really going to be like? Should we skip out?”

“Skip out?” Jeremy repeated, the words sounding stupid coming out of him as he watched Lydia. He suppressed a groan as she bent and stretched at the same time, the globe of one fine, round, ripe ass cheek aching for his hands.

His abs.

His co—

“Jesus, Jeremy, wipe off the drool,” Mike snapped. He followed Jeremy’s gaze and halted, mid-breath, seeing what distracted Jeremy.

He let out a low whistle.

Both men stood in silence, just eating up Lydia’s display, the seconds ticking by until she stood up, turned around, and flashed them a devilishly wicked grin that made it clear she knew damn well they’d been watching her.

She blew them a kiss.

They groaned in unison.

“Damn,” Mike muttered, shifting his hips as he stood. Jeremy willed himself to think about anything but that creamy ass.

“So, skip out?” Jeremy said in a choked voice. “We can’t. All hands on deck. Sandy and Pete need our help.”

“I mean right after. Plenty of townies want the paid time. We don’t need it. We can help and then disappear at the reception.” Mike’s expression changed from open admiration of Lydia’s warm form to something more troubled.

“Why?”

“Because Laura, Mike and Dylan are just like us. And this ‘wedding’ will stir up emotions between the three of us.”

“I am never, ever marrying you, Mike.”

Mike rolled those sapphire eyes, the blue so piercing it was like watching the Caribbean freeze into irises. “Didn’t ask you to. But see? You proved my point.”

“What point?” Lydia asked. Jeremy startled as she groped his ass. Hmmm. Like minds and all that. He took the gesture as an invitation to do the same. She winked.

He was getting some tonight...

“That the threesome wedding will stir up feelings between the three of us,” Mike answered. Jeremy admired his directness. The whole topic made him feel like he’d acquired a stutter and a bad case of hives.

“Of course it will. Does.” Lydia’s frank reply hung in the air between the three of them. Mike held her gaze. Jeremy looked at anything but the two of them.

“And those feelings are...?” Mike asked, drawing out the last word.

“Happiness for them? Irritation that Mom and Dad are bugging me to do the same? I don’t know,” she said, her voice mingling with a frustrated sigh. “I like our life. I like the way we live now. It’s taken a long time to adjust to being—” she flailed her hand between the two men “—like this. Why change anything?”

“What’s this?” Mike imitated her hand.

“This. Us. The give and take we have. The negotiation. The new and ever-changing boundaries. The trips and the staying home. The new house we built here. How Mom and Dad accept this weird relationship we’ve built, and some of the townspeople have, too. How some haven’t, and we deal with the unspoken anger and judgment from assholes who don’t matter. How some people who do matter turn out to be assholes—and I’ve lost them.” The torrent of words pouring out of her made Jeremy hold his breath. She felt so much more about this than he’d realized.

“I don’t want to ditch out early, though,” she said, her words coming out in a rush, as if she needed to say them fast so she believed them herself. “Mom and Dad need our help. Won’t be upset watching Laura, Mike and Dylan get married.” She gave them each a searching smile. “We make our relationship up as we go along. Just because another triad does something like this doesn’t mean we need to, also.”

Mike bridged the gap between his body and Lydia’s, holding the back of her head as he planted a kiss on her forehead. “You sure?” he murmured against her ear as he held her in a hug.

“Certain,” she said, breaking the embrace. Her eyes met Jeremy’s. “Unless you two feel differently?”

Jeremy shook his head. He didn’t have any words right now anyhow, and was thankful for basic neuro-motor functioning at this point.

Another delivery truck, this one emblazoned with a florist’s logo on the side, kicked up dust on the camp road. One of the new flock of chickens squawked, useless wings flapping. Sandy had added free-range chickens to the campground, and to the delight of all the small kids, the chickens integrated themselves into campground life like domesticated pets.

The rooster was damn annoying, but a necessity for the new crop of Rhode Island Red chicks next year.

Lydia broke away from them and jogged up to it, giving Jeremy’s eyes something to follow.

“She really believes what she’s saying,” Mike said, admiring her, too, his arms folding over his chest.

“You don’t think she means it?” Jeremy’s voice sounded like a monkey going through puberty.

“I think she thinks she means it. But after this wedding’s over, we’re going to have some serious reckoning.”

Mike’s phone buzzed in his pants, interrupting their talk, and as Mike took the call and trailed off, talking about century mountain bike races, Jeremy’s mouth went dry, his pulse sped up, and he felt like the world had become covered with a fine layer of electrified cotton.

Weddings gave him the willies for a reason. 




Chapter Eight

Laura

“What the hell is that?” Josie squeaked as Laura pressed the brake a little harder than needed. The car lurched lightly, just enough to make her seatbelt snap. The two goggled at an enormous billboard. After driving up to Portland, picking up Josie and meeting her crazy Ohio family, and leaving a sad Alex there for one more day to sightsee, Laura was excited. The billboard upped the ante.

“We found it,” she marveled, eyeing the giant...starfish? dolphin? whale? thing...that was hand-painted on a billboard that said:

Escape Shores Campground

Come Escape With Us!

The lettering was a child’s work, with professionally-designed signs added for clarity. Laura’s tight stomach loosened. 

“That’s a unique sign,” Josie said with a chuckle. “No question about the family atmosphere here. But someone needs extensive art lessons.”

A little more of Laura’s stress released itself as they drove slowly—5 miles per hour, per all the signs littering the road—and she took in as many details as she could while driving. Some of the greenery held berries. Were they edible? And the cabins all seemed to have tiny, fenced-off gardens, big green leaves indicating kale and other hardy greens still thriving. A child’s bike, on its side and abandoned, rested in a thatch of overgrown grass.

The road they were on was long and curved slightly, with auxiliary roads cutting off at various angles from it. She saw cabins and RVs, thick, sturdy tents on platforms, and supply buildings with golf carts parked in front of them.

Unrolling her window, she heard the hush-hush-hush of the ocean in the distance, the nose of the car guiding her toward it.

“Where are all the people?”

“We’re it,” Laura explained. “They cleared out almost everyone so we could do this in private.”

“Right. I know that. But I mean—where are the owners? And the workers?”

Laura shrugged. They drove on, Laura impressed by an artist’s cottage, a tiny playground made of nothing but carefully placed fallen trees and stumps, and a series of fruit-bearing bushes.

“We’re sleeping in sheds?” Josie’s reaction as they drove down the rutted campground road was amusing. Each campsite was carefully designed to flow with the rest of the natural landscape, yet to confer some sense of boundaries. Larger cabins mixed in with what looked like garden tool sheds. A picnic table and a fire pit graced each campsite. Josie was right. The sheds looked like something you’d buy at a home improvement store to house your lawn mower.

She wondered what it would be like to sleep in one.

“We talked about this! We’re renting the entire campground for the weekend,” Laura reminded her. “We have a mix of housing options.”

“What about those nice houses? I want one of those.”

“You and Alex get a nice cabin. Me, Mike, Dylan and the kids get one, too. The sheds are for other guests. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried. I just don’t want to fight mosquitoes the night before my own wedding. Scratching my ass as part of sex is one thing. Doing it because of a bug bite is another.”

“So romantic, Josie. So, so romantic.”

The two shared a smile, the sparring a joke. Laura’s heart had lightened when she’d picked up Josie, leaving Mike and Dylan to manage the three kids. Cyndi had recovered and brought her niece, Ellie, to help out. The entire entourage would follow tomorrow morning. Mike and Dylan swore they didn’t need more than a day to acclimate. Everyone had agreed that there was no need for bachelor and bachelorette parties, Alex and Josie shuddering oddly at the thought, her mother’s name thrown out a few times.

Laura knew the story and respected it. She was too tired for a crazy, late-night, alcohol-drenched party, and anyhow, if she could have some man’s crotch in a G-string dangled in front of her face, she’d rather it be Dylan or Mike.

Or both.

Distracted by that pleasant thought, she ambled right on by the registration building, which appeared to be a combination camp store/office. Turning left to swing around, she smiled as a playground came into sight.

What a sweet little place. A haven. She’d have to give Madge a triple-extra hug for suggesting it.

“It looks so quaint. Like something out of a Hallmark Channel movie,” Josie said, an amused smile twitching on her lips. “Like half the towns back in Ohio.”

“Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?” Laura asked as she parked in front of the building, taking in the rustic details. She’d spoken on the phone a hundred times with Sandy, one of the campground’s owners and Madge’s daughter. Sandy had been gracious and lovely, but also whip-smart efficient, just like her mom. 

As they climbed out of the car, Laura took a deep breath to center herself. When she’d picked up Josie in Portland she’d been half mad, overwhelmed to the point of irritability and so anxious she just wanted to lie down and stare at the sky for a year or so. The two-hour drive north had soothed her, Josie’s non-stop chatter about her mother’s shenanigans and something about killing Darla like returning to baseline.

Having a day and a half away from her own little family was going to be a relief. It already was, even if it had meant driving for more than six hours. Funny how her ideas of “downtime” had changed since having kids. A road trip like this would have been exhausting and exhilarating in the past.

Now it was just a break.

Here they were, at Escape Shores Campground in tiny Verily, Maine. As they’d driven through the tiny town center, their GPS cutting out on them as it lost the signal, Laura circling the town center twice before finding the right road, she’d found herself entranced. The ski resort where she and the guys and the kids now lived wasn’t exactly in the middle of a city, but it was a very short drive to every bit of major chain-store shopping you could need, and about an hour’s drive out of Boston.

Verily, Maine was a dot on a map by comparison. Town hall, post office, general store, a coffee shop, a few straggling diners, and an ice cream shop were all she could count, though she was sure there was more. Blink and you miss it.

It made her smile, wide, as she took in the campground and let her feelings wash over her. Skin tingling, blood rushing to the surface, her deep breaths absorbed the ocean air, layers of muscle and tendon letting themselves go.

This was perfect. 

“I wonder if they have decent coffee,” Josie said, her voice carrying on a sudden gust of wind. She was gawking, taking in her surroundings, though Laura could tell it was with a different eye. Josie was wondering how on earth they were going to keep her mother occupied in a boring little setting like this.

Laura didn’t even have to ask if she was right.

“Laura?” The familiar female voice made her turn, the breeze blowing a thick patch of her own loose hair into her eyes, Smoothing it away, she saw an older woman with dark hair coming toward them. Laura’s eye caught a cluster of apple trees behind her, the branches pregnant with ripe fruit ready to be plucked and eaten.

She took another deep breath in as she and Sandy shook hands, the older woman’s smile radiant, the eyes tight with stress.

“So good to finally meet you!” Sandy said, pulling Laura in for a hug. The unexpected affection only added to Laura’s increasing calmness. This wedding was going to be good. They had made the right choice.

After pulling Josie into an equally warm hug, Josie’s eyes popping out comically in surprise at the gesture, Sandy led them into the camp office. An iPad on a stand stood next to a cash register. The place sold a little bit of everything, from tweezers to fire starters to knitting kits. Neat and orderly, clean as can be, it radiated old-fashioned charm.

Except for that iPad.

“How are you girls doing? Drive up here okay?” Sandy gestured to a coffee machine, Josie’s face taking on a grateful expression as she picked a flavor and fired up the machine. 

“It was fine.” A large, white truck ambled by slowly, catching Laura’s attention. Catering truck. “How are the preparations?”

Sandy’s smile widened and she pointed to an enormous bulletin board above a desk, covered with sticky notes in various colors. “It’s going very well. We’ve got everything covered. You girls don’t have to worry about a thing. Just the marrying part.” She winked.

“Alex said we should be fine with a marriage certificate and cross-state issues,” Josie said as she stirred cream into her new cup of coffee. A tug on Laura’s heart made her hold her breath for a split second.

That was one detail she, Mike and Dylan didn’t need to worry about.

Sandy nodded. “Can’t help you there, but we have all the centerpieces, table cloths, food, flowers...” she ticked off various items with her fingers, laughing when she reached more than ten.

“You’ve got it all handled,” Laura marveled. “Thank you so, so much.”

“No, dear. Thank you! Our sons Adam and Dan have been pushing us to do more large-scale events for a long time, and they say this is going to be great for growing our business.”

“I guess we should all thank Madge, then,” Josie said.

“About time someone recognized my awesomeness!” croaked a craggy voice, followed by a face that could make a cryptkeeper scream.

“MADGE!” Josie and Laura shouted. Laura did a double take as someone peered across the large rec room behind the office. Why was that man standing there in the shadows?

“MOM!” Sandy said, joining in and rushing to give the old woman a hug. Laura and Josie stayed back. Josie buried her nose in her coffee and followed Madge with her eyes.

Laura nudged Josie and pointed to the man.

Josie frowned, squinting. Then she snorted, marched across the room into the darkness, and—to Laura’s horror—dragged the man over to them.

He didn’t walk.

“Remember me?” Josie said, pretending to speak for the man.

“Warlock Waitress?” Laura gasped.

Josie reached down and grabbed the guy’s...er, the cardboard cutout’s...plastic balls. “Yep.” The life-sized cutout was actually from the movie Warlock, the 1989 cult classic featuring Julian Sands. A longstanding joke at Jeddy’s Diner, someone had put a waitress uniform on the display, added a pair of plastic trailer hitch testicles, and bam! 

Warlock Waitress.

“I brought Eddie with me,” Madge said as her boyfriend, Ed, walked into the office. Hale and hearty, with the slightly slow walk of an eighty-something man, Ed Derjian gave Laura a dazzling smile, brown eyes like his grandson’s warm and curious.

“And Warlock Waitress,” Josie said under her breath.

Madge gave the ridiculous cardboard cutout a sour grin. “Jeremy bought that damn thing at an autism auction. We figured it was nostalgic for you crazy kids.” She slung an arm around Josie’s shoulders and grinned.

“Hi there,” Ed said, offering his hand to Laura. “So nice to meet you! Ed Derjian.” She shook it, though this was probably the tenth time she’d “met” Ed, who had Alzheimer’s. Josie had suggested she just go with it, so Laura played along.

“Hi, Ed! Laura Michaels.”

“A pretty little lady like you shouldn’t be here all alone,” he said, giving Madge the side-eye, knowing he shouldn’t flirt.

Josie set down her coffee and went to Ed, grabbing him for a hug as he said, “Josie! My little Josephine. Where’s my Alex? Is he still at hockey practice?” 

Alex hadn’t played ice hockey since college, but Laura noticed that Josie didn’t correct him. The sun was going down and Laura knew he’d lose more of his memory with it, regaining some with the sunrise. Madge gave Josie a grateful, but wistful, look.

Madge and Ed had found each other, indirectly, because of Josie. Laura knew the story because she’d been Josie’s friend the entire time. She’d been working as a nurse on the clinical trial for Alzheimer’s patients that Alex had helped his grandfather to join. Josie had known Ed was a widower, and had stocked the reward closet for the clinical trial with gift cards to Jeddy’s, the diner where Madge worked. Offering patients a gift card to a restaurant, where they could get out and socialize, had made good, sound medical sense.

And, indirectly as well, she’d met her soon-to-be husband as a result. Like the flapping of a butterfly’s wings that causes a hurricane, the tiny choice to have those Jeddy’s gift cards had brought them to this moment.

Okay. Not really. Laura chuckled to herself as she reached up and threaded her fingers in her loose hair, pulling it off her forehead. She thought driving this far north would cut into some of the unexpected late-summer heat wave, but no such luck.

Sandy noticed Laura’s move and said, “Brought a suit?”

“Sure.”

“We can go swimming later. The water’s a balmy fifty-seven degrees.”

“That’s so much worse than the water on the Cape.”

“We’re not Cape Cod.”

“And thank God for that,” Madge said. “Bunch of overpriced dollhouses on overcrowded beaches stuffed with pretentious leeches who think they’re better than everyone else.”

A man Laura vaguely recognized had joined the group, arms crossed over a well-defined chest. He wore a tight, blue Lycra workout shirt and biking shorts that showed off a physique that made her wonder if he was a professional bicyclist. His hair was silver, but he was fairly young. Those blue eyes were the color of his shirt, and when she made eye contact, he gave her a friendly nod, but turned his attention back to Madge.

Disquiet seeped into her pores as a breeze blew against her grateful skin. She knew him. How did she know him? And then it hit her, her breath sliding through her throat like steam in a kettle just before the whistle began.

Bournham.

That was Michael Bournham.

She knew in a vague sense that Sandy’s daughter, Lydia, was with the former CEO playboy, and with another man. Sandy had been upfront in their very first phone call: the fact that Laura, Mike and Dylan were in a threesome was not only tolerated, it was accepted and celebrated. Mike Bournham had coordinated much of the media strategy with Josie and Dylan. In fact, part of the reason all of Josie’s Ohio relatives flew to Portland and not Boston was to evade discovery.

Her eyes combed over the sleek, athletic arms and that striking silver hair. It was short, but longer than she’d ever seen it. Mike Bournham’s face had been plastered all over the magazine rack in grocery stores for years.

Spending the last four years with Mike and Dylan had given her plenty of exposure to wealthy people, most of whom she found to be self-important, or vapid, or both. While she knew she shouldn’t feel the flutter of butterflies in her stomach, or the telltale grip of anxiousness that came from being uncertain what to do in the presence of someone famous, she did. She just did.

Taking the bull by the horns, she marched up to him, thrust out her hand, and said, “Hi. Laura Michaels.”

“Mike Bournham.” His smile was pleasant if guarded.

“I know.” Might as well put it out there.

His eyes narrowed to gleaming diamond-shaped blue. “I figured. And I certainly know who you are. You’re one of the belles of the ball.”

Laura laughed. “I feel like a melting snowflake in a furnace right now, not a belle.”

He turned slightly, surveying the trucks and a group of men setting up two enormous tents. Laura studied him in profile. She understood why he was often in the “Top Ten Sexiest Men” lists for magazines.

And now he lived here, with Lydia and...some other guy. And he seemed perfectly happy. A strange kinship hit her, the feeling unearned but there nonetheless. She got it. Mike and Dylan and Laura lived in their four-bedroom cabin an hour out of the city because they didn’t want the spotlight. Thank goodness, neither of her guys had seemed to need the attention that came from being a media darling.

Mike Bournham, though? Until a handful of years ago, he’d been as ubiquitous as a Kardashian, gracing every gossip page, mentioned equally on Sunday morning political shows and after-dinner entertainment cable channels.

And now he lived in a campground in Maine.

People change, she knew, pushing the thought aside as Bournham looked at her again. How well she knew about people changing.

“Are Mike Pine and Dylan Stanwyck with you?” he asked. The mention of their names surprised her for a second, then she remembered. He’d had calls with them. Of course he knew their names.

She shook her head. “Tomorrow. They’re coming in late with our nannies and our kids.”

His face split with a friendly smile, making a part of her warm up even more. “You have your hands full, I hear. Sandy won’t stop talking about how she can’t wait to meet your kids.”

A young woman who looked so much like Sandy there was no question about genetics wrapped her arm around Bournham’s waist and leaned her head on his shoulder, giving Laura a very friendly look. “That’s because she wants grandchildren from us.”

This must be Lydia.

Laura offered her hand and after the basics were done, sought out Josie with her eyes. She was in a cluster of people, a super-tall guy in a tiny red golf cart offering her a seat in the passenger side, her face marred with skepticism. Josie climbed in, making a hooting sound as the golf cart lurched forward, disappearing in a cloud of dust.

“Miles,” Lydia said, as if answering a question Laura hadn’t asked yet. “He’s probably taking her to her and Alex’s cabin.” The familiarity with which Lydia mentioned Josie’s fiancé caught Laura off guard, and then she remembered. Lydia and Alex were connected by their grandparents. Madge and Ed were dating, and Madge’s heart attack two years ago had led to the mixing of the families, for the better.

“Want an escort to where you’ll be staying?” Lydia asked. There was a casual, relaxed quality to her. They were close to the same age, though Laura assumed she was a bit older. A nod was all it took for the three of them to start the slight climb up an incline to the main road, Laura quiet as she took in the scene.

“You camp much?” Lydia asked after a minute or so, her voice polite. She was asking to make chit chat, but Laura felt her own nerves ratcheting up. You’d have to be living in a fog to not realize the other’s situation. Both were women in permanent, long-term threesome relationships with two wealthy men.

In other words, they were rare as rare could be.

And together.

“No. We haven’t tried. Been too busy with our little ones,” Laura replied, careful not to be the first to say anything.

Mike gave Lydia a meaningful look that Laura recognized instantly. Ah. The topic of children in their relationship had come up. Perhaps Laura, Mike and Dylan’s presence was shaking things up in more ways than one here at Escape Shores Campground.

While Laura had spent plenty of time with Darla, who was also in a permanent threesome, the difference between someone in their early twenties, on the road, with no plans to have kids in the near future and an ex CEO, his billionaire dot com wunderkind, and a more mature woman was no contest.

Laura felt a pull of kinship toward Lydia.

“I need to ask Miles a question,” Mike Bournham said, giving Lydia and Laura looks of apology. 

As he jogged off, Lydia turned to Laura with a sly smile. “That was slick.”

“Slick?”

“He invented an excuse to leave us alone.”

Laura grinned back.

“Whatever could we talk about alone?”

The two shared a knowing laugh.

“You and your guys are further along that I am with Mike and Jeremy,” Lydia said, her eyes unfocused, staring over Laura’s shoulder. 

“Because of the kids?”

Lydia gave a small shrug.

“We didn’t exactly plan to have Jilly. But what a wonderful gift she’s been.”

“And then twins!” Lydia’s words were familiar. Laura had heard it all over the last year. I don’t know how you do it! was the number one response.

A nanny, a backup nanny, a cleaning service, two best friends who babysat, and two dads who were billionaires was how.

“Please don’t say, ‘I don’t know how you do it,’” Laura said with a sigh and a laugh.

“Okay. I won’t.” Lydia touched her hand. “But do you have friends? People you can hang out with who aren’t weirded out by your situation?”

“Other than Josie and Alex?”

“Are they your best friends?”

A flash of eagerness in Lydia made Laura freeze inside. My God. Didn’t she have someone like Josie to talk to?

“Yes. They are. And Mike has some people at his ski resort. Josie’s niece is in a permanent threesome, too. She’ll be here soon.” Laura peered at Lydia. “You have a best friend, I hope?” 

“I do. Krysta. But we don’t have a couple or a triad we can just hang out with.”

Laura didn’t know what to say.

“Plus you run the dating service,” Lydia added, studying Laura. “You’re not hiding your life.”

“We don’t exactly flaunt it, though,” Laura said. She wasn’t defensive. She was just unmoored. This conversation was very, very surreal.

“Here in Maine, we don’t exactly advertise how we live. But people talk. And most understand. If they don’t, they keep to themselves.”

“And those people aren’t worth being in your life.”

“Right.”

Awkwardness descended. Lydia reached for Laura for a hug, and whispered, “We’re so glad you chose Escape Shores for your wedding.” Laura squeezed her back and opened her mouth, ready to reply.

Her phone rang, the buzz on her hip jolting her out of of her looping, anxious thoughts.

“Hello?”

“Hey, gorgeous.” Dylan. “How’s it going up there?”

Relief flooded her. She kept her eyes straight ahead and followed Lydia and Mike, who began talking to each other about domestic issues. Something about coffee and a broken garden hose. 

“It’s great. We just arrived. I’m being given the tour and Lydia and Mike are taking me to our cabin.”

“Mike?”

“The other Mike.”

At the mention of his name, Mike Bournham looked up expectantly, as if he thought she were calling for him.

“Two Mikes is going to make this weekend very confusing,” she said to him with what she hoped was an apologetic tone. “I’m talking to Dylan about you.”

“I hope it’s all good?”

She gave him a thumbs’ up and returned to her call.

“And he’s nice?”

“He’s fine. The people here are so friendly.”

“You sound overwhelmed.”

Just talking to him was helping her to ground herself. “I am. It’s been a lot. And we have so much more to do.”

“That’s why we hired professionals,” he said in a soothing voice. “Let them do their jobs.” Laura had struggled to adjust to their financial situation. Never reluctant to spend money on help, she did have a hard time spending money on herself.

“I miss you.” Their hot-and-heavy sex in the woods had been on her mind, circling around and around like Dylan’s tongue on her—

“Hey!” One of Lydia’s brothers shouted, a super-tall guy with dark, curly hair. She turned toward the shout and saw why he was upset.

Someone else was driving away in his little painted golf cart.

“Jeremy got you,” Bournham called out, the handful of workers all laughing in an uproar. Inside joke, she assumed.

“You there?” Dylan asked, his voice worried.

“Yeah. Just interrupted.”

“We’ll be there tomorrow. All of us. My mom and dad and brother.” Dylan’s other siblings couldn’t make it. Partly true, partly a socially-acceptable lie, Laura accepted the absence. Who was she to judge? She was an only child. Her best friend was an only child—who was marrying an only child. Knowing nothing about having a sibling, Laura felt she couldn’t really pipe up about how she felt.

Dylan seemed resigned to his siblings’ absence. She wouldn’t push.

Mike, though...

No word from his mom and dad. Her attempt to reach out had been met with silence. In her letter, an old-fashioned paper letter she’d actually mailed through the post office, she’d enclosed a picture of Jillian playing with the twins, a gorgeous shot from earlier in the summer when they spent a day at a nearby lake.

If that adorable picture didn’t tweak their hearts, then nothing would. Mike appeared to be right. His parents would not budge.

And so their wedding would be celebrated by a gaggle of friends, coworkers, former colleagues and a ton of Dylan’s family.

That would have to be enough.

Lydia gestured toward a large cabin, and Laura described it to Dylan in real time. Two bedrooms, one on either side of a large, lodge-like living room. A tiny kitchenette. A bathroom that was barely larger than a walk-in closet, with no bathtub. She wondered how she would clean the kids, until Lydia opened the back door.

An enormous hot tub, big enough to seat twelve, was there.

She groaned into the phone.

“What’s wrong?”

“Twelve-person hot tub on the back porch.”

“Can I come now?” he growled, making her laugh. Lydia and Mike made their goodbyes, leaving her alone. Mike gestured that he would send up her bags from her car.

“I’m alone now,” she said softly into the phone. “And I know this wedding’s going to be wonderful, but I really am looking forward to it being over.”

“Me, too. Not the honeymoon part,” he quickly added. “But the wedding part.”

Her stomach lurched, like a small, slimy creature lived in it. “I kind of think we are making a mistake,” she whispered into the phone, afraid to say it but needing to confess this feeling. “It’s just a feeling,” she quickly stammered.” I don’t want to back out of this or anything. I just feel so...I don’t know.”

“Oh, honey,” Dylan said, his low voice soothing. “You’re overwhelmed.”

Her voice thickened. “Yeah.”

“And you’ve been overwhelmed for a long time.”

“Yeah.”

“Mike and I got this here at home. Cyndi and Ellie are fabulous with the kids. Let the campground owners do their thing. Let go of details. Just remind yourself that we’re doing this because it’s a celebration. Not a chore.”

The words helped her stomach to settle. “I know.”

“I know you know, Laura. I’m reminding you, though. We all need to be reminded sometimes, even if we know something. It’s like throwing dirty socks next to the hamper.”

“What?” She started to laugh and cry at the same time. Dylan had a way of taking a perfectly normal conversation and turning it into something weird.

“I know I’m supposed to put them in the hamper. But I don’t. I have no idea why I don’t. I couldn’t form a coherent thought to explain it. I just...don’t. And then you have to remind me.”

“You’re comparing your laziness with dirty socks to my emotional existential crisis around our wedding?”

He paused. She could hear him thinking.

“No?” his voice turned up in question. “No. Um, that would be stupid, right?”

Her laughter made her fear lessen.

“I think I get what you’re saying. I do know. I just can’t...do. I can’t relax. I can’t stop feeling like this is a lot of work and effort and not a whole lot of fun.”

“That’s because I’m not there,” he said in a seductive voice. Her body tingled, a shiver running through her. How could he make her shift gears like this, and so quickly?

“This place is surrounded by woods,” she replied.

“Now you’re speaking my language. I would love to do a repeat of our walk in the woods the other day.”

“Me, too.” She still wasn’t sure what had unleashed that fiery part of her. The power and the force of her desire had risen up inside her like a sudden squall, a tempest in her chest and core, and nothing could sate her. Nothing. She’d spent the better part of the night jumping a surprised but delighted Mike, while Dylan had tended to poor Aaron and his new tooth.

Life was a series of transactions involving meeting children’s needs.

Laura had a brief flash of remembering she had needs, too.

“We have a week in Paris to spend getting more of that, Laura,” he said, his voice dragging over her like fingertips, making her wet and aching just from the suggestion. She was glad she had the cabin to herself tonight, with Josie settling into the one she’d share with Alex, because Laura was going to need some quiet time to, um...manage these desires.

Two hands at a time. If she couldn’t have four on her, at least she could take care of matters herself. When was the last time she’d done that?

“You there?” Dylan’s voice sliced through her ridiculous thoughts about orgasms, making her sigh deeply, the end of her exhale a groan he took for pleasure.

“You’re thinking about sex, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Damn. I’m getting hard just talking about it.”

“Are we having phone sex, Dylan?”

“Do you want to have phone sex?”

“I want to have real sex.”

“I am on your team, babe.”

“Now.”

“Uh....no can do. Give me a day.”

“A day,” she said. “I know.”

“But you can take care of things.”

“I know.”

“Another one of those things you know, but don’t do, huh?”

“Masturbation isn’t exactly high on my list of daily priorities,” Laura joked.

Silence.

Huh. She was learning lots of new things today, wasn’t she?

“You do it daily?”

“Well,” he grunted. “You know.”

“No. I don’t know. Where do you—how do you...?” Her voice trailed off, low and hushed, and she realized this crazy conversation was turning her on more than she was willing to admit.

She heard strange shuffling noises, then a sound as if his hand brushed against the speaker of his phone. A sigh. And then.

“Mostly in the shower,” he said. “It’s easier that way. But today? Today it’s gonna happen right now. On the phone. With you.”

“Uh!” Laura made a gasp of surprise. “What do you mean? Are you naked?”

“I am locked in our bedroom, on the bed, and yes...naked. Can you imagine that, Laura?” He modulated his voice, sounding like one of those leading men in an erotic thriller, and she could, indeed, imagine him naked and sprawled on the bed, the sleek lines of his model-perfect, heavily-muscled body waiting and open, ready for her.

“Oh, God,” she murmured, her hand going to her breast, nearly stroking her own nipple. Stop this, she chided herself, looking helplessly at the back of the cabin door, wondering what she must look like right now. Josie would be here any minute. She couldn’t do this.

“I’m holding my rock-hard cock right now and thinking about you against that tree yesterday,” Dylan said.

Oh, fuck.

She couldn’t not do this. 

“Aaron!” she heard in the background. That was Mike.

“Everything okay?” she asked Dylan.

“Ignore that sound. The door’s locked. Mike’s got the kids. I want to focus on us,” Dylan growled.

In her mind’s eye, she imagined him pumping himself, eyes on her, head tilted to the side, lips parted in concentration. If she were in bed with him she would crawl, naked, over his body, the tips of her nipples dragging against the thick, dark hair on his calves, his thighs, the long march up his marbled torso leading to a kiss, then the press of heat against heat, of sigh against sigh.

And...she was wet. Throbbing, wet, and in desperate need of release.

“Damn you,” she said in a voice filled with smoke and need. Of all the times to stumble across a moment like this. The change in the past two days in her relationship with Dylan, with this undertone of teeming sexuality just waiting to surface at any moment, made her feel like a giddy teenager again.

Except without the crippling self-doubt.

“What are you wearing?”

She almost laughed at the question, and then decided to up the ante. “In three minutes I’ll be wearing your pearl necklace.”

He whistled through his teeth. “Oh, God,” he groaned. She could almost feel him pumping with his hand, could imagine the silky-dry feel of his shaft, how skimming it with her curled-up palm gave him an out-of-proportion level of pleasure that she never quite understood.

Then again, the clitoris wasn’t exactly straightforward, either, yet Dylan and Mike managed to do whatever needed to be done to make her orgasms rocket her into the ethers.

“I’m remembering how your hot hands felt on me, how you yanked up my skirts at the tree,” she murmured, her own hand staying firmly by her side. There was no way she was going to reach unto her waistband and touch herself right now, because Josie could appear at any minute.

But getting Dylan off? That she could do.

“How you slid right in my wet, eager...pussy,” she rasped, a little self-conscious with the dirty talk. The word echoed in the empty cabin and she suppressed a giggle.

His breath hitched and...there he went. She might be hundreds of miles away from Dylan, but she knew the sound of his orgasm.

He came back to the phone, panting and a little embarrassed. “That turned into a one-minute wonder, huh?”

Laura started to reply, but stopped.

“Aaron?” Mike called again, his voice hollow and tinny in the background.

And then she heard the unmistakable sound of:

“DYLAN? WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING NAKED ON THE BED?”

“The door was locked!” Dylan bellowed back. “What the hell? You picked the door lock?” 

Laura heard shuffling sounds, like Dylan pulling the covers up. She imagined the poor guy, startled and muddle-headed, that post-orgasmic bliss destroyed by Mike.

“I thought Aaron locked himself in here again. I can’t find him!” Mike’s voice was filled with self-righteousness.

“You could have knocked!” Dylan sounded like a teenage boy getting caught looking at his dad’s Playboy magazine.

“How the hell was I supposed to know you’d be on the bed...naked...doing, you know—”

“Aaron’s in da tent in da wivving woom! We’re playing hide-an-seek, Daddy!” Jillian’s voice was unmistakable. “Papa, why is your chest naked? You taking a baf?” she asked.

“Let me give you a biiiiiiiig hug, Jilly!” Mike said. “I’ll pick you up. Don’t get on the bed right now. Papa needs some privacy.”

“Oh, sure, now you respect my privacy,” she heard Dylan shoot back.

Mike and Dylan bickered in the background while Jilly started chanting “Baf! Baf! Baf!”

Laura bent over in half from laughter. Her wheezing was the only sound she was capable of making, and that’s exactly how Josie found her a minute later when she walked through the front door of the cabin.

Not wanting to add to Dylan’s obvious distress, she hit “End” on the call and looked at her friend, who stared at her with a bemused expression.

“Something funny happen?”

“You might say that.”




Chapter Nine

Mike Pine

If the shadow government ever wanted to create a new form of torture that would be highly effective in breaking interrogated suspects, he had an offer they couldn’t refuse: a six-hour road trip with three children ages three and under.

Mike had cracked indeed.

He had memorized all of the lyrics to Let It Go a long time ago, but after the seventeenth time in a row of playing the song, he was pretty sure he could recite it on his deathbed. Add in Jillian’s obvious inheritance of her mother’s tone deafness and he was scanning the road for anything close to a drug store where he could buy ear plugs.

Or an ice pick.

“You okay?” Cyndi asked. She was in the minivan with him. Dylan was driving behind, in their little compact car. When the wedding was over, he, Dylan and Laura would head down to Boston and fly out of Logan Airport. A coin toss had made Dylan the driver in the quiet car. All he had was Cyndi’s twenty-year-old niece, Ellie, who raved about audiobooks and begged to have them listen to some book called Outlander.

“I need to peeeeeeeeeeee!” shouted Jillian.

This was the seventh time in four hours. They’d already stopped once in Maine, and they had at least two hours to go, though in toddler driving time, that would probably become five.

“Are you sure?” he asked, trying so hard to keep the edge out of his voice. 

“Do you want me to sit back there with them? I can play iPad games, or just distract her.”

“DADDYYYYYYYYYYYY! The pee is trying to escape!”

Mike gave Cyndi a look. “I think we need to stop.”

Thank God he had a second adult there, and one who was female. Cyndi unclicked Jillian from her carseat and took off for the women’s room while Mike stayed in the minivan with the twins, who were out cold. If only Jillian would fall asleep like Aaron and Adam. 

Three minutes later Cyndi and Jilly were back in the van, Cyndi making efficient work of the carseat, settling everyone in and giving Mike the go-ahead.

“Everything all right?”

“She didn’t need to go after all.”

Potty training was going to kill him.

Mercifully, within fifteen minutes, Jillian did fall asleep, making the rest of the drive a reasonably enjoyable event, though Mike could have done without the first four hours of nerve-wracking hell. By the time they found the gaudy, hand-painted sign of a dolphin and a starfish and turned onto the dirt road at Escape Shores Campground, he was eager to see Laura.

And to marry her.

“This looks like such a wonderful little haven!” Cyndi exclaimed. What a treasure they’d found in her, Mike thought. Protective and firm, loving and open, she’d been instrumental in helping to make the crazy spectacle of raising three toddlers bearable and enjoyable for everyone in the Pine/Michaels/Stanwyck household.

Having Laura come up here for the night to pow-wow with her best friend, Josie, was a smart move. For weeks, Laura had been on edge. Wedding planning was getting on everyone’s last nerve. The day-to-day bustle and chaos of life was hard enough to get through; add in a two-hundred-person event and the family and friend entanglements that came with it, plus the location, and the joyful frenzy was of their own making—but would be a welcomed relief when it was over.

One issue he didn’t need to deal with: family. Dylan had been on the phone with his mother half the night as she packed to make the trek with his father. Everything from asking about tuxes for the boys (no), and ribbons for Jilly (yes), to the nonstop excited chatter of a proud mother had made Dylan cross-eyed by the time he’d crawled into their enormous bed, which was absent Laura.

But one twin and Jilly had zonked out in her place. They left them there, a barrier between them, which had been just fine by Mike. He was still pissed at Dylan for whacking off in the middle of the day, leaving him alone with the kids. What the hell had he been thinking? Dylan had refused to explain his actions, discreetly untangling himself from the sheets and running off to the bathroom, leaving Mike to corral Jilly.

This wedding was making everyone weird.

Except for Mike, of course.

The straight dirt road was stippled with “5 MPH!” signs everywhere, so he adhered to the warning, going slow. The minivan lurched and bounced on the uneven, unpaved road, but for some reason the kids stayed asleep. Thank God for small miracles.

By the time they got to the camp office, Cyndi was in love. Laura had speculated that their nanny would get along just fine with Sandy, the campground owner who coordinated most of the wedding logistics, and as a dark-haired woman with grey streaks and a friendly face approached his side of the van, his grin widened.

“Mike?” she asked. “Mike Pine?”

Just as he was about to open his mouth, a piercing scream filled the air. The woman he assumed to be Sandy covered her brow and peered through the back window. He turned around to see which twin was screaming, only to find Jillian with her face pressed up against the same glass Sandy was looking in, making faces at the poor woman.

“Jilly!”

“AIIIIIIEEE!” That was Aaron, who was red-faced and sweaty, likely upset by a wet diaper.

“Oh, you’re the other Mike, all right,” Sandy said as she pulled back and laughed. “How about I hop in and we drive right over to your cabin, so we keep it simple?” She jogged around to the other side of the van and Cyndi popped the electric door, Sandy belting herself in next to Jillian before Mike could say a word.

How did she know?

“I have six kids myself,” she said, answering his silent question as Aaron’s shrill screeches woke up Adam, making his brother join in. “The youngest is in his twenties now, but I remember. Oh, how I remember these days.” The screaming didn’t faze her one bit. Mike wondered if she was available for hire as a built-in grandma. He’d pay her triple what she made now.

“Turn right here, at the third road.” Within two minutes they had backtracked until they found a large cabin at the end of one of the side roads, a rustic place that looked like heaven right now.

Three adults and three kids made for an even score, and by the time the kids were toddling around, Laura came running out of the cabin, hair loose and streaking behind her, tight workout shorts making him really miss her.

Encased by small beings that came out of her body, she was in a pile of arms and squeals, fat diapers and brown hair and blonde curls, clearly enjoying her mini-reunion with the little beasts who had gone an entire day and a half without Mommy. He cracked his neck and stretched his back, the little popping sounds not really alleviating any of his tension.

A night with Laura would, though.

“Where’s Dylan? and Ellie?” she asked, looking up at him, finally free of the kids, who were off discovering sharp sticks and rocks and other calamities while Cyndi herded them through the woods around the cabin.

“Great to see you, too,” he intoned. “I missed you so much, Mike,” he added in a falsetto meant to imitate Laura’s voice.

She grinned and wrapped her arms around his waist, her kiss a little longer than usual. “Hi. I missed you.”

“That’s more like it.” He slung an arm around her shoulder, hunching a little because of the height disparity, and looked up. The pine trees went on forever, a breeze making them sway a bit like drunken soldiers. “This place looks great.”

Sandy chattered away with Cyndi, giving the kids a look Mike knew. Eager grandmas-to-be stared at the kids like this when they were out in public, eyeing the imps with such affection. He wondered if they would be so enamored if they had to deal with them in a hot, sweaty minivan for six-plus hours.

“Trip okay?”

He shot her a dark look. “Dylan won the coin toss. He and Ellie are right behind us.” He frowned and looked around. “Or, at least, they were.”

Her hand slid to his ass and gave an affectionate squeeze. He returned the favor and the second kiss they shared was slower, stronger, sweeter, with a little more punch than usual. By the end of it, he was ready to groan, and wondering how long before he could get her alone in a room with a bed.

Or just a floor and a door that locked.

“You’re relaxed,” he said, smiling down at her, foreheads touching.

“I’m actually freaking out,” she replied. “Trying to distract myself.”

“Use me.”

She burst out with giggles.

“You think that’s funny? No. That’s not funny. That’s an offer.”

“At least you’re here,” she said in a light tone.

His brow turned down in bemusement. “What’s that mean?”

“Oh, you know, Dylan and I had to resort to phone sex yesterday. At least with you, I can—”

He wrenched away from her, puzzle pieces clicking in place like pages being flipped in a book. “THAT’S what his nakedness on the bed was all about?”

Her eyes turned into saucers. “He didn’t tell you?”

“No! I picked the lock on the bedroom door because I thought Aaron trapped himself in there and walked in on Dylan with his hand on his cock and—you were on the phone? You were having phone sex with him?”

Sandy and Cyndi turned, drawn by Mike’s ever-increasing volume.

“Shhh! Could you keep your voice down?” Laura pleaded.

Any other day and he could have turned down the volume. He could have turned down the adrenaline bursting against his veins, slamming into the walls of his arteries, fueling a red rage that was out of proportion. But a night with a teething toddler, more than six hours in a van being tortured by Disney music, and the sense that life was nothing but one big fishbowl filled with piranhas taking nibbles on him 24/7 these last few months had stretched his patience and perspective to the absolute limit.

No.

He couldn’t keep his voice down.

Without thinking, he reached around Laura’s back, scooped an arm under her knees, and marched her up the small set of stairs into the cabin, where he dropped her on a bed, turned around and locked the door, and began undressing, livid.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m taking a nap!” he snapped, now completely naked.

Her eyebrows hit her hair line, eyes on his crotch. “One part of you is very, very awake.”

“Nice of you to notice.”

The words were out before he could stop himself. The look on her face cut through his anger and, finally, he could rein himself in.

One hand on his hip, the other buried in his hair, pulling it back from his forehead, he faced her, ready to apologize. 

Splayed out on the bed, turned at the just-so angle for showing off that gorgeous, full ass of hers, mouth open in surprise and eyes bright with excitement, Laura waited.

He opened his mouth to say...what?

She interrupted him, turning her head slowly toward the window, pointing.

To a large picture window with the curtains wide open.

And Sandy and Cyndi staring, full-faced, gape-mouthed, and bright red.

This was not his fucking day.

Laura saved him, leaping up, offering a strangely cheery wave to the shocked women, and yanking the curtains shut. 

In a very loud voice, Cyndi called out, “Jillian! Aaron! Adam! Let’s go find the big playground here so we can have some fun for half an hour!” Her emphasis on the last three words was so obvious that Laura burst out laughing.

Squeals of toddler delight drifted off, fading as Cyndi kept her promise and pulled the kids away.

There would be hell to pay in the form of permanent, mortal embarrassment forever. But for now...

He held his breath, counting to twenty-one before a big gust of air forced its way through his mouth, his throat making what passed for laughter.

“I don’t think any part of you will go unnoticed here,” Laura said softly, eyes on his midsection, a smile tickling her lips.

Half an hour, huh?

Dylan chose that exact moment to come into the room, eyebrows drawn down in confusion, his footsteps pinging in Mike’s ears and his body right there before Mike could react.

Their third partner stopped, dark hair sweaty, inky eyes catlike and devious.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

Mike did a facepalm.

“So I get yelled at when I want to have a little sexy time with Laura,” Dylan declared with an arched tone, clearly prepared to grind it in.

“Sexytime?” Laura squeaked, laughing harder.

“Yes.” Dylan looked a little hurt. “Sexy time. Even if it’s phone sex, it’s sexy.”

“You could have told me,” Mike grumbled, looking down at his rapidly deflating cock.

“Told you I was having phone sex with Laura? When? When you were giving Jillian a bath or when you were prying Aaron’s shoe out of his mouth?”

“There’s always a moment to pull me aside.”

Dylan’s eyes took in all of Mike, which took some time, given that he was closer to seven feet than six feet tall. “You seem to be evening out the imbalance.”

“What imbalance?” Mike glowered at them both. “Have you been—”

Laura took it upon herself to strip off her cotton t-shirt, leaving her on the bed in an even more breathtaking position.

Things started looking...up.

“What are you doing?” Dylan asked, head turning slightly, giving Mike a quick glance as his voice held a note of intrigue, caution, and hope to it.

She gave them both a come-hither smile and licked her lips. “Look. Sandy and Cyndi just saw Mike naked.”

“What?” Dylan sputtered.

“And,” Laura continued, “we’re already embarrassed.” She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra, and unleashed nirvana. “Might as well actually do what they think we’re doing. Cyndi said half an hour...”

“You mean, if we’re guilty in their eyes, might as well be guilty for real?” Mike asked as a rush of movement to his left showed Dylan stripping out of his clothes in record speed.

“If you’re going to do the time, you might as well have done the crime,” Laura crooned.

“You’re comparing sex to jail.”

“Shut up, Mike, and get in bed.” Dylan was already there, pulling Laura’s bike shorts and panties off, nestled under the light quilt and sheet with their naked wife.

Tongue rolling between his gums and cheek, Mike surveyed the moment. He’d rather have Laura all to himself right now, but this would have to do.

Poor me, he thought. He’d settle for some threesome fun.




Chapter Ten

Josie

“What do you mean I have to use an outhouse?” Marlene complained, carrying her towel and a bucket filled with showering supplies. 

While the campground owners had done their best to give everyone the accommodations they desired, because Josie’s mom had insisted in staying near her Uncle Mike, Calvin and Cathy, she’d gotten a tiny shed with a fridge, a microwave, a coffee maker, and a breathtaking view of the ocean.

And it wasn’t enough.

“It’s not an outhouse, Mom,” Josie explained as she led her to the community bathrooms. When they stepped inside, Josie was relieved to see polished wood floors, loveseats around a small coffee table, and a set of separate shower stalls with doors on one side, toilets on the other. “Not an outhouse. See?”

Even Marlene had to admit the bathroom was nice.

“But you have a bathroom in your cabin,” she said, as if it were an indictment. “And you and Alex have two bedrooms. Why can’t I bunk with you?”

Josie nearly choked on her own tongue. That might have been better than having this conversation.

“Because I’m getting married in the morning, Mom. To Alex. We’d like privacy.”

“Oh,” Marlene frowned. “Right. That’s right. Of course you need your own place.” Her mom picked out a shower stall and closed the door, locking it. The sound of shuffling, then the flick of clothing over the door, helped Josie to relax. her mom would shower and Josie would get thirty minutes alone.

Aunt Cathy was done with her mom. D-O-N-E done, as Cathy would say. She’d had it for years, but the threesome incident in the airplane had been the final straw. Sheer terror coursed through Josie, because she relied heavily on her mother’s sister and brother to help keep an eye on Marlene. Alex had offered to move to the Cleveland or Pittsburgh area to be closer, but Josie would rather be cooked over hot coals and fed to Ted Cruz before she’d move back home.

The unspoken agreement she had with her aunt was fraying, and fast.

“Josie!’ her mom called out, the spray of hot water starting to steam the enclave. “I forgot my tampons. I’m on the rag. Could you go get me some?”

Josie’s face morphed into a mask of disgust.

And at that exact moment, her future mother-in-law walked in and did a double take.

“What’s wrong?”

“My mom asked me to go get tampons for her,” Josie said with a shudder, expecting Meribeth to understand how unseemly that was.

Meribeth gave her a blank look. “Oh. Don’t they have a machine in here?”

Josie’s skin crawled with ants. Alex’s mom wasn’t reacting with disgust, or grossness. She was all-too matter of fact, which was typical Meribeth. But Josie had expected at least a tiny bit of solidarity on this one.

“I guess?” was all Josie could muster. Meribeth searched the room until she found a machine.

Josie dug in her pants pockets, found a quarter, and bought her mom two tampons.

“Here,” she said, opening the stall door and placing them on her mother’s shoe, which sat on a bench on the outer part of the shower stall.

“Thanks!” Marlene said from behind the shower curtain.

Meribeth looked at her like that entire exchange was normal. “Why are you green?”

“My mom asked for a tampon,” she said dumbly.

“And that upsets you?” Meribeth’s cool detachment that infused her voice suddenly was so therapeutic that Josie started laughing,

“Yes,” she admitted.

“Why?”

“Well, first of all, my mom is old. She shouldn’t have periods any more.”

“How old is she?”

“Old. She’s, like, fifty?”

Meribeth cleared her throat. “Really?” She arched one eyebrow. “I thought Marlene was considerably older than that. You do realize, as a former nurse, that menstruation continues well into the fifties for most women.”

Oh, shit. Josie had just offended her future mother-in-law. She had Alex when she was eighteen, and Alex was thirty-two now, which mean Meribeth was...

Damn.

“No, it’s just, well....” Hmmm. Maybe Josie was overreacting here. If Laura or Darla had asked her for tampon help, would she freak out? No. So why the twanging nerves when her own mother needed a simple favor?

Boundaries. That’s why.

But boundaries could be pushed in one area and respected in another. Nothing stopped her from helping Marlene with an obvious basic need.

“Where’s Alex?” Meribeth asked as she unshouldered her bag, which held clothes and shower supplies. The women in the wedding party seemed to all decide it was worth a shower this mid-afternoon, as travelers trickled in. Meribeth and John had asked for one of the tiny sheds, which Josie had thought cute at the time. It was only later that she realized by doing so, Ed and Madge had their own, full cabin with a bathroom inside.

“He’s out on the water. Some of the guys here are all sea kayaking.”

A surprised smile tickled Meribeth’s lips. “Really? Alex isn’t much of a swimmer.”

Doubt made Josie’s vision blur for a second. “What? I’ve seen him swim.”

“Oh, he has the basics down. I made sure of that when he was little. He just, well, he’s so tall and so muscular. He’s a better hockey player than a swimmer. But how wonderful that he’s making some nice male friends!”

Again, Josie’s suspicious nature came to attention.

“Male friends?”

“Have you ever noticed he has no best friend, Josie?”

“Sure. His best friend is the cord clamp,” she joked. “For when he delivers babies and has to cut the umbilical cord.”

Meribeth nodded slowly. “He’s wedded to his work.”

Josie said, “He’s about to wed me, so that’ll make him a bigamist.”

Meribeth watched two men walk by through the open outer door. One was the campground owner, Pete, who she’d met last night, and Josie was pretty sure the other guy was his son. The tall one. She couldn’t remember his name.

“Alex has my father,” Meribeth said softly. Wistfully. “And I married John when he was in college. Alex played hockey and has had teammates as pals, but once he settled on medicine he became an island unto himself.” Meribeth swallowed, shifting her bag onto her shoulder, clearly making moves to start her own shower. Marlene’s water shut off, and Josie began to feel a sense of mounting anxiety that didn’t make sense.

“But Alex doesn’t have guy friends. Never really has. I worry about him. He didn’t want a bachelor party, and sometimes I think it’s because he wouldn’t know who to invite.”

Josie’s throat tightened.

“He said he didn’t want one,” Josie whispered, but as something passed between her and her future mother-in-law, Josie understood her concern. She’d felt it, once in a while. Josie had Laura as her best friend. Wouldn’t know how to live without her in her life. Alex joked he was fine with family and work, but he was the oldest cousin by far, with Meribeth having him so young. He really was a loner.

A loner who spent a hundred hours a week in a hospital, his job to welcome new people into the world.

“Maybe he’ll make some friends here. At this event. He does hang out and have a beer with Trevor and Joe when they come with Darla to our place.”

Meribeth lit up. “Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Darla offered to have them help throw him a bachelor party, but they all got kind of weird about it.” As Marlene exited the shower stall, she gave her a look that Meribeth picked up on immediately, bless her.

Alex, Trevor and Joe had been mighty scarred by the last bachelor party they’d gone to.

The one Marlene had attended.

And then there had been the crazy Christmas Eve fiasco where they’d actually worked as strippers for a bunch of church organists who hired them the night Darla was arrested for alleged prostitution.

Come to think of it, she thought, as her eyes narrowed, Trevor and Joe were the last men on earth she’d have plan Alex’s bachelor party.

“You talking about bachelorette parties?” Marlene called out. She’d wrapped her towel around her head like a turban, and was wearing flip-flops and a robe.

“Mom! Go get dressed. You can’t walk around the campground like that.”

“How will I flash people if I wear clothes?” Marlene gave Meribeth a wink. Josie died. Right there. She died because matter met antimatter and created a black hole.

The black hole of her mother.

Ewww. She cringed at that thought.

Meribeth laughed, humoring Josie’s mom. Having Marlene in her real life, here in New England, was fueling more than anxiety for her. Marlene had never left Ohio except for a few trips to Pittsburgh. When she was little Josie’s father would talk about going on trips when he had saved a little more money. Most of their vacations were spent at Cedar Point, the big amusement park in Sandusky, or going to small hotels off Lake Erie. She knew her dad had wanted to take them all to Niagara Falls or Europe, even, but there wasn’t the money. 

And Marlene, being a local girl, just stayed put.

So far, it was Aunt Cathy, Uncle Mike, and her new step-uncle, Calvin, who appreciated Maine the most. Right now, they were sightseeing at a nearby lighthouse. Darla had met up with Trevor and Joe and were on their way, taking forever. With the wedding happening tomorrow at four p.m., she wasn’t surprised to find Darla dragging her feet. 

That woman could be late for the Pope.

“Josie, I’m fine walking back to my little garden hut like this. I have panties and a bra and a t-shirt on. See?” She flashed her and Meribeth, opening the bathrobe like it was a trench coat. She was, indeed, wearing what she said she had on.

Meribeth laughed until she couldn’t speak.

“I just left my pants in the cabin. You know I’ve always had a hard time keeping my pants on!” Wink wink, nudge nudge. 

Josie just sighed. This was well-worn material for her, but Marlene had a new audience in Meribeth.

“This wedding,” Meribeth gasped, “is going to be so much fun.”

She was completely sincere. Josie couldn’t believe it. Meribeth had this way of living between two worlds. On the one hand, she had a Ph.D. and walked in rich, educated circles. On the other hand, she came from working-class Watertown, the daughter of an Armenian immigrant, and she could seamlessly blend in with her Ohio relatives.

She was a chameleon.

Josie was, too, but in a completely different way.

As she and Marlene said their goodbyes, leaving Meribeth to her shower, they ran into Alex, who was carrying a kayak on his broad shoulder, dripping wet, and sweetly smiling. Josie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him so relaxed.

Actually, she’d never seen him like this.

She liked it.

“Hi!” He put the kayak down, gave her a wet smack on the cheek, and grinned at Marlene.

“You go swimming?”

“Not on purpose!” He seemed almost ecstatic to admit he’d tipped over.

“You’re awfully happy for someone who fell out of a boat.”

“It was so much fun, Josie. Mike—Mike Bournham, I mean—taught me how to flip the boat back. You get under it and pop it and—” 

As Alex chattered on, excited and animated, Marlene wandered off in the general direction of her little cabin. Josie watched Alex’s face, not really hearing the words, just seeing the hint of sunburn on his nose and the thin crescents of his wide cheekbones, how he ran a hand through his wet hair, the way his swimsuit clung, wet, to all the right muscles.

They needed more of this in their life.

How could she shape their time so she and Alex got more time together, but more important—more leisure time to just be? Life was supposed to be a rolling series of experiences that enrich, entertain, and deepen. At the end, you have all your memories to feed the slowing down that comes with age and the inevitable winding down of a life well lived.

Ed happened to walk by, his body so much like Alex’s, shoulders straight and strong, but so different, his skin stretched and loose by the loss of collagen and too much sunlight, his features obscured by time. Madge was a match, and Josie corrected herself.

You hoped you had all those memories at the end of a life well lived.

And if you didn’t?

At least you lived well.

Working for Good Things Come in Threes and having Alex work hundred-hour weeks as he came to the end of a very long road that was supposed to finally pay off with a good position as an obstetrician/gynecologist meant putting so much of life on hold.

It was a gamble.

Delayed gratification sounded like a mature, sensible plan.

Until you realized the gratification might never come.

“Hey!” Alex whispered, nuzzling her ear. “You listening, or am I boring you with talk of ocean currents and buoyancy?”

“No. Not boring. Just thinking.” She felt the tempest inside her stir up a bit.

“About what?”

“About how happy you are. Right now.”

He squeezed her shoulder and looked back at the ocean, eyes going unfocused as he stared at a distant island on the horizon. He made a small huffing sound of agreement. “You’re right. I am happy. Haven’t felt like this since...high school? Maybe even before?”

“You push yourself too hard.” The words came out of Josie’s mouth, and if she had a twin she’d be gaping at herself in disbelief. Those were the words everyone always said to her, as she scrambled to get out of tiny little Peters, Ohio, and away from her mom. Years of working too many crap jobs, taking too many classes, busting her ass to get away from and out of the hole of her life had gotten her to Cambridge, Massachusetts, into the nurse’s job she had when she met Alex.

He gaped at her, too.

“You’ve never said that to me before. Ever.”

A simple shrug was her answer, because while she knew she could try to take back the words, she actually meant them.

His brow lowered, but not in anger. Alex bit his lower lip, a habit he had when he mulled over something. The sun was low in the sky, but there was enough ethereal light to give him an outdoorsy, rugged look that she found compelling. She couldn’t stop watching him.

“You’re right,” he said slowly, their gait changing as they meandered more, stretching out their time alone as they approached the camp office. A cluster of wedding workers hovered around the porch like worker bees at a hive.

“It’s not a criticism. Just an observation.”

“And an astute one,” he conceded. “I do work too hard. I have since high school, when I realized I wanted to be a doctor. I’m coming to the end of nearly fifteen years of busting myself to reach this final goal. Residency’s almost done. Then the job search.” His mild tone covered the reality of his situation. Alex was highly sought-after, and would have his pick of jobs in the late spring. He’d already been told he had a position with a popular practice in a suburb of Boston if he wanted it, with an expected salary that would make Josie’s jaw drop if it weren’t for the massive student loan payment he had to make.

Still. They’d be comfortable.

But the job would bring high stress with it. As Josie looked back at the ocean, she made him stop. Grabbing his hand, she started running, realizing she hadn’t even dipped her feet in the water yet.

“What are you doing? he shouted, catching his footing quickly and running with her, adjusting his strides to her shorter legs.

“Having more fun!” In a minute, her lungs were bursting. She didn’t run like this. Two minutes, and she had to slow down.

By the third, they were in the water, waist deep, his arm around her, both facing the horizon.

He kissed her wet cheek. “You taste like salt.”

She laughed and dropped down, floating in the water, not caring about seaweed, salt, the wedding, her mother, Alex’s uncertain job future—just caring about this moment. Being here with him.

Floating.

Abandoned to the whims of the tides, they floated, holding hands, until she was finally ready to go back up the shore and face the enormous event they’d triggered.

As they slogged through the water back to shore, she said, “Can we just run away and elope?”

He laughed. “It’s a little late for that.” She had asked that question a few hundred times over the past two years, more and more lately. It was a joke. 

But not really.

“I know.” Her sigh was a little heavier than usual.

“I think Laura, Mike and Dylan would be pretty pissed.”

“I don’t think they’d care.”

“Where are they, anyhow? I haven’t seen them yet. I’ll bet Mike and Dylan would love sea kayaking.”

“I’m guessing they’re busy with the kids right now.”

“They’re so responsible with them. Can you imagine how hard it must be to chase down three little ones like that? I can’t.”

Josie’s throat closed up, her body shivering with a cool breeze combined with his words. They wanted kids—someday. She wanted kids, more and more, sooner than “someday.” Now wasn’t the time to admit that, though.

After the wedding.

First things first.

“Hey,” he said softly, his long arms wrapping her in love, his warm body pressing against her. Sheer size made Alex an anchor, her tiny little form no match for the mass he took up in the world. Within seconds her shiver dissipated. One minute in his arms and she melted against him, so light and relaxed she wanted to stay like this forever. Time disappeared when he held her like this.

Too bad he couldn’t always hold her like this.

“You okay? Really, Josie? I know this is hard, but it’s also supposed to be worth it.” His voice carried a tone that made her backpedal, seeking to assure him.

“Very worth it. Totally worth it,” she soothed. “This has nothing to do with you. With us. It’s just the craziness of too many details and a large crowd and my mother.”

“You’re certain?”

“I am.”

His lips brushed against her ear. “All right,” he said quietly, the hot breath tickling the curve of her ear. “If it’s not fun, we shouldn’t do it.”

“I think that’s the right approach for sex, Alex, but not for weddings.”

“I apply that principle to both.”

“That’s because you’re a man.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’re not the one being fussed over with flowers and lace and manicures and makeup.”

“You’ll wear makeup tomorrow? It’s worth showing up to see that alone. The whole husband-and-wife thing is a bonus.” He broke away from her and jumped back, anticipating her ankle kick. She hit air instead.

“You’ll pay for that!” she shouted as he jogged away, her puny, tired legs no match for his longtime-runner’s stride. Taunting her, Alex stayed just far enough away to emphasize the obvious difference in their physiques.

And conditioning.

Sandy saved her from conceding to Alex, appearing with a clipboard and a frown. “Josie? I’m so sorry to interrupt—”

“No problem!” Josie gasped as Alex laughed, the sound booming and infectious. Sandy’s frown turned into a quizzical smile as her gaze volleyed between the two of them.

“Everything okay?” Josie and Sandy asked each other.

“Fine!” Josie said.

“No,” Sandy intoned, the word elongated and troubling.

“Uh-oh,” Josie replied. “What’s going on?”

Alex made hand gestures that made it clear he was going back to the cabin for a shower. Josie waved him off with a thumbs up and an indulgent grin.

“It looks like the shipment of coffee from that place in Western Massachusetts didn’t arrive in time. Miles said you and Alex were the ones who requested that coffee specifically?”

Josie clutched her heart. “Nooooo!”

“The delivery van had a problem and the shipment won’t arrive until the morning after the wedding,” Sandy said apologetically. “We’ll have it for the goodbye breakfast, at least.”

Josie made a whimpering sound. “We’ll survive. Alex and I brought our own stash, anyhow. It’s just, you know, that coffee shop in Boston is my favorite, and the roasting plant is in Western Mass, and we wanted that special coffee for the wedding.”

“I know. We have a local roaster who can bring some in. Or we can just use whatever the catering company handling the desserts and cake offers.” Even Sandy shuddered at that idea.

“Local roaster sounds good. Can they get enough here in time?” Josie didn’t have to add that Sandy didn’t need to worry about the budget. There was no budget. Mike, Laura and Dylan had made it clear that the tab was on them.

And to spare no expense.

Sandy’s face split with a grin. “I’m sure they’ll make it happen. Let me give them a call.” 

“Sounds good. Hey, Sandy—have you seen Laura?”

Sandy turned bright red, then thumbed toward the larger cabins. “Her guys and their kids all arrived about an hour ago. Settling in right about now, I’d guess.” Her eyes went wide and she bit her lip. The expression was...odd. If Josie knew the woman better, she’d ask what that meant.

Josie felt a surprising sense of relief. Mike, Dylan, the kids, and their entourage were here. Great. More of the pieces for tomorrow’s gigantic event were falling into place.

“I’ve got the coffee covered,” Sandy assured her, suddenly uncomfortable but clearly trying to cover it up. “No worries!” And with that, she walked off, scribbling on the clipboard and already on her smartphone, talking animatedly about roasts and volume discounts.

Leaving Josie completely alone.

If she walked back to the cabin, she’d find Alex in the shower. Mmmm, naked Alex in the shower. The vision of his long, tall, muscled frame, the wet, dark hair along his torso, his big surgeon’s hands on her under the shower’s waterfall mingled with a flash of last night, nude in bed, having sex so many times she’d woken up this morning sore and swollen.

Blink.

She washed away the image of Alex in the shower. Tomorrow was the wedding. She was bound and determined not to be one of those brides and grooms who didn’t have sex on their wedding night. Sex could wait.

Besides, they had the rest of their lives for sex, right? What she needed right now was a good chat with her best friend. Pointing herself in the direction of Laura, Mike and Dylan’s cabin, she wondered if Laura was feeling as overwhelmed as she was.

Laura probably needed to be rescued from whatever chaotic mess she was entangled in right now.




Chapter Eleven

Laura

Threesome quickies were never, ever actually quick.

What was rockin’ fast, though, was how ready Laura was for some hot, illicit action. Her body screamed for touch, at attention, her clit throbbing, nipples tight and eager for a mouth, a hand, a stroke, a tease as the three of them slid under the sheets, all giggling and chuckling, knowing they faced a world of embarrassment when they went outside, but taking a moment to not care.

When did that ever happen?

“This is insane,” Mike said, body tense, but melting under the friction of the three of them, her hand on his re-inflated cock, Dylan between her legs, his mouth already damn close to making her climax.

“Insanity is our—” she gasped, “—playground.”

“Then this is Disney World, LEGOLAND and Universal Studios combined,” Mike announced, crawling up her body, straddling her. She gratefully drew him into her mouth, adrenaline pounding through her, the groan he made as her tongue circled his cap, her hand pumping from the base up, making her mind splinter.

Dylan’s tongue moved with expert strokes, his fingers buried in her curves, pressing her hips into the soft sheets as Mike’s powerful thighs moved against her shoulders and neck, his body so hard and corded under her touch. Her orgasm slammed into her, taking her by surprise, making her falter in her attention to Mike as she bucked up, Dylan following her, stroking and teasing, laving and touching, his sole focus her complete pleasure.

And just then, Mike came in her mouth, an explosive groan that buried her in his unbridled climax in more ways than one. She swallowed, struggling to remember to make his pleasure important, too, her ability to process sensation torn in two different directions, even as Dylan drove her to—

Thump thump thump.

What the hell was that? It sounded like someone running up the stairs to the cabin.

The clear sound of a door opening wide and the shout of Josie’s voice saying, “Hey, Laura, I’m here to—OH MY GOD OH MY GOD OH MY GOD!” cut short Laura’s dilemma. 

And how.

All of her focus on anyone’s pleasure—hers, Mike’s or Dylan’s—ended in nanoseconds as she looked up, Mike lifting himself off her face by bending to the right and twisting to a standing position, Josie’s mortified face in the bedroom doorway.

Staring at Dylan’s head between Laura’s thighs.

Josie’s hands smashed to her face, palms covering her eyes, as she began to rock in place and shout, “UNSEE! UNSEE! OH MY GOD UNSEE UNSEE!”

Thump thump thump.

Even louder steps came as a blur flashed before Laura’s eyes, right behind Josie, Alex’s tall form filling the space behind her, clad only in running shorts, his hair wet, eyes wild with worry.

“Oh, shit!” he shouted, coming to a halt behind her. 

Mike, naked and flustered, bent and pulled the covers over Dylan’s ass, which was currently pointed in the air, right at Josie and Alex.

“Again?” Alex said, sputtering with laughter. “Isn’t this how I met you, Dylan? Same view?” 

Laura knew he was referring to Jillian’s birth three and a half years ago, when Dylan’s naked ass had been a spectacle for the entire birth team in the hospital after an unfortunate incident involving a forgotten set of swim trunks, the emergency pull cord for the toilet, and a birthing bathtub.

Mike reached over to the end table and plucked his baseball cap, neatly placing it over his penis.

“Nice. Nice way to ruin the Red Sox forever,” Josie muttered.

“Sorry it’s not a Yankees cap,” Mike said.

“And now I know you dress left,” she barked at Dylan, peeking between her fingers. “Way left!”

“I dress so far left my cock lives in Hawaii,” Dylan answered.

“Why are you looking at their penises?” Alex asked Josie in a tone of accusation that made Laura sit up. Alex could get angry? Who knew?

“How can I not look?” Josie started to reply. “I—”

“Right,” Dylan said. “They’re kinda hard to miss, if you know what I mean.”

Mike was working so hard to hold himself back from laughing that the Red Sox cap started bobbing like a metronome.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Alex roared, his chest expanding, arms tightening. The whole process of watching calm, reasoned, unflappable Dr. Perfect transform into, well...a guy like Dylan was making Laura reassess how she viewed her best friend’s fiancé.

A tense silence filled the room. Don’t say a word, she thought, wishing she could implant the words in Dylan somehow.

“So, um, this is awkward,” Laura said, finally finding her voice.

“Can I come out now?” Dylan asked, his voice muffled from under the covers, soft laughter tickling her inner thigh.

“I think we need to leave, Josie,” Alex said, trying to nudge her. 

She was frozen in place, hands still over her eyes, muttering, “Unsee. Unsee. Unsee.”

“Josie,” Laura pleaded. “I’m so sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” Dylan said, his face popping up from under the covers, hair like a squirrel’s tail. “She’s the one who walked in on us in our own cabin!”

“I didn’t think I’d walk in on you dining at the Y!” Josie screamed at Dylan. 

All pretense of politeness was long gone now.

He just shrugged. “You walk into my bedroom, you’re getting an eyeful.”

“You guys have three kids ages three and under. The chances of walking in on you having sex are, like, nine hundred thousand to one!”

Mike and Dylan shared a look that made Laura give them the hairy eyeball. 

“She’s got a point,” Mike said.

“I thought you would be here filling each other in!” Josie yelped.

“We were just about to,” Dylan said with a leer.

“ABOUT THE WEDDING DETAILS!” Josie bellowed.

Even Laura started laughing. She couldn’t help it. Dylan’s breath smelled like her. She could still taste Mike on her tonsils. Alex stood there, taking in the scene, his hands on Josie’s shoulders. He couldn’t make her move.

So he picked her up, instead. Laura watched, thoroughly amused, as the focus was off her and her guys and firmly on her deeply scandalized best friend.

“Put me down!” Josie squealed. The size disparity between tall, Finnish-Armenian Alex and tiny little Josie made his maneuver even funnier. He plucked her into his arms like she was a Lilliputian.

“Why? So you can watch more?” Dylan cracked.

“Like I need to see more of your butthole,” she said, squealing as Alex sighed, lifting her and pivoting, turning her face away from them.

“It’s been, um....interesting,” he said, looking at Dylan and Mike, clearly avoiding eye contact with Laura, who buried her face under the sheet. All she heard as he left was Josie whispering in frantic, hushed tones and the thump thump thump of footsteps receding.

“Interesting isn’t the word I would use,” Dylan said from above. “That sucked.”

Mike started to laugh, the sound twinned with movement on the edge of the mattress. Laura felt his body move against hers, over the sheet, the gentle shaking of his giggles turning into a manual vibration as he whooped and gasped.

“Sure. Laugh it up, Hat Boy. You aren’t sitting there with a case of blue balls the size of planets,” Dylan groused.

Laura’s laughter—and absolute embarrassment—superseded her sympathy for Dylan. At least, temporarily. She could always help him with those planets in a few minutes. Right now, though, she couldn’t do anything but laugh at the absurdity of what had just taken place.

Mike was upset about the phone sex. Cyndi had seen Mike naked. Sandy, too. Dylan had stormed in and they’d decided to have a quickie. A quickie that Josie witnessed (at least, partially...).

Never one for public sex, Laura found herself so overcome that her laughter quickly became a kind of asthmatic wheeze, propelled by the burning sensation that she’d just lit herself on fire and flung herself into a social outcast funeral pyre.

The three of them tried so hard to be private about their sex life. Being judged for living in a permanent threesome was hard enough. Having anyone scrutinize their actual sex life was a form of torture.

“You can take care of those blue balls with a few strokes and some hand lotion,” Mike said to Dylan, a distinct lack of sympathy in his voice.

“Fuck off!” Dylan shot back.

“I love you, too,” Laura whispered, the mood going so dark, so swiftly, that she couldn’t think of anything else to say. A chill settled into the space between the three of them, so non-wedding-like it made a part of her turn into an emotional black hole, like a sucking chest wound had appeared out of nowhere.

Mike opened his mouth to reply, the look on his face a mixture of a few hundred emotions, none of them positive, just as a tentative tap on the front door caught their attention.

“Hello?” said a shaky voice, a man’s deep bass, the sound carrying through from the porch to the bedroom.

In a flash, Mike’s blue eyes widened, his spine elongating as he pulled himself up to full height, a look of incredulity on his face. Blinking furiously, he looked at Laura, then Dylan, bending down to shove one leg in his discarded jeans.

“Who’s that?” Dylan asked, sitting up, the sheet pooling off him like liquid cotton, sliding to the ground.

“Excuse me?” the man asked again. “Mikey? Is Mikey in here?”

Mikey? Dylan mouthed to Laura.

And then Laura got it.

Apparently, her wedding invitation had made it to Mike’s parents after all.

And this was how they had RSVP’d.

A helpless look shimmered across Mike’s face, his hair flopping over his eyes, his skin suddenly pale.

“Who’s Mikey?” Dylan asked, offering Mike his shirt, which had been resting on a chair next to the bed. 

Mike tore into it, giving Dylan a raw look that made Laura fill with an adrenaline rush of regret. “The only people who ever called me Mikey were my parents.”

Like owls, both men’s heads swiveled with an aching slowness that upped the sense of regret in Laura.

Mike spoke first.

“Laura?” he said, her name tripping off his lips, the last syllable turned up in question.

“Yes?” she replied, looking at blue eyes that had turned the color of a churning sky.

“What have you done?”

The next two minutes went by in slow motion for Laura, as if someone freeze-framed every single second, all one-hundred-twenty of them snapshot images saved on a camera phone, scrolled through in rapid-fire slices of time, strung together to make a whole. Mike pulling on his pants. Dylan searching for his underwear. Being handed her bra. Having Mike put on Dylan’s shirt by accident. Seeing it barely cover his navel. Watching him rip it off and fling it in Dylan’s face. Dylan’s sudden anger at the intrusion, and then his retreat as he realized Mike’s position. Laura finding Mike’s shirt and tossing it to him. His grunt of fury as he glared at her.

The sound of his dad shouting, “Mikey? Did we get the wrong cabin, Mary?”

Mike’s groan at the mention of the woman’s name. Laura knew his parents were Mike and Mary.

It really was them.

The finality of realizing they were here, the sudden rush of fight-or-flight blood pounding to her limbs, made her just turn into a buzzing machine on autopilot. 

Step One: get dressed. 

Step Two: deal with Mike’s parents. 

Step Three: ???

She couldn’t think beyond Step Two.

“Did you invite them?” Dylan asked softly, his voice neutral. 

She cringed, even though there was no anger or incredulity there. When she forced herself to meet his eyes, she saw an endearing compassion, his eyes flitting from hers, searching for whatever reaction he could calm.

All she could do was nod.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this, though,” she whispered. “They never replied, so I figured...” Her voice trailed off and she shrugged, shoving her head through the neck of her shirt. Dylan nodded and stood, buttoning his pants and walking with firm determination toward the door.

“Where the fuck are you going?” Mike growled.

Laura’s eyes flew wide open, her skin an open flame, this time from fear and not from passion. She’d never heard Mike speak like this before.

Ever.

Dylan gave him a look that made it clear he had, though. Their shared history flared up again. She knew less about each of them than they did about each other. Hopefully Dylan could draw on that and they could find a way through this.

Tap tap tap.

“Mikey?”

“Don’t panic,” Dylan said to her, then turned to Mike. “Want me to go out and talk to him?”

Mike snorted with disgust. “You really think that’s a good idea? Last time you saw him—”

“I know.” Dylan kept his words simple, Laura saw, talking in short sentences and staying centered.

“No.” Mike glared at Laura. “I’ll deal with this mess.” He took long, furious strides toward the door and disappeared through the threshold, leaving Laura on the bed feeling like a ripped-open down pillow in a room full of fans.

Dylan sat on the bed next to her and took her hand in his. The warmth radiating from his palm contrasted with her ice-cold fingers. Shock could do that, right? Shut down the circulation and—

“You reached out to them from a loving part of you.”

“I’ve ruined the wedding,” she muttered, her voice choking.

“No, no,” he soothed, but she could tell he was grasping at saying whatever it took to keep her calm. “Mike’s just—” Dylan blew a long breath out through pursed lips. “Shit. There’s a long history here, and it would have been helpful if you’d talked to me before doing that.”

“I am so sorry.”

“Shhhh. We can’t undo it. Mike’s just—they cut him off. Shunned him. He’s stunned they’re here, and probably terrified his dad will make a scene.”

The low murmur of conversation on the porch caught Laura’s attention. The men’s voices were quiet and polite, while a higher, older woman’s voice punctuated the conversation with exclamations of breathy happiness.

Laura held her breath.

And then—

“Mama! Papa! Daddy!” Jillian’s unmistakable shouts filled the air outside. “Wook at all the shells we got!” The pitter-patter of little feet stampeded the porch, and then the woman’s voice outside lifted with a kind of joy that made Laura cry in deep, painful sobs.

“Mikey! She’s the spitting image of you!” Mike’s mother gushed. 

Dylan closed his eyes and drew Laura into his arms, his hot breath against her cheek setting a rhythm that forced her to remember to breathe.

“Uh, Ma...this is Jillian. Jilly, this is—” Mike’s deep voice halted. Just....stopped. 

An alarm went off inside Laura and she wiped her eyes fast, pulling on the hem of Dylan’s t-shirt to make fast work of clearing her tears.

She stood. She walked out to the porch.

Because she was the one who’d created this mess.

And Mike’s eternal pause made it clear he needed help figuring it all out.




Chapter Twelve

Mike Pine

Few men were his height, but Michael Pine, Sr. was damn close. Time had aged his father, who stood before him with a slight stoop, his blond hair more grey than golden, his eyes more wrinkled, the eyelids sagging. But he still looked like his Pa, and while his mother had gained some weight and a new dye job that made her blonder than Mike had been as a towhead child, she was Ma.

Ma and Pa were here. Pa still dressed in simple polo shirts and jeans, sneakers and baseball hats. Ma looked like she bought every stitch of clothing from the L.L. Bean catalog—because she did. Pa was pale and looked extremely uncomfortable, and Ma’s face was lit up with a kind of hope that made Mike’s stomach turn.

A massive dose of unreality made the air around him ripple, like the heat of a jet engine against the tarmac on a hot summer day. His worlds were colliding—past and present—and he didn’t like it.

Not one damn bit.

Laura had done this. Why? Why today, of all days? What motivated her to reach out to people who had banished him from their lives with a kind of vicious judgment that turned their hearts against him simply because of how he chose to love?

He saw the yearning on his mother’s face as her eyes tracked Jillian. A grandchild she’d never met. Wait until the twins appeared, because she had three grandkids she didn’t know about—

Damn it.

His parents wouldn’t consider Adam and Aaron “his.” Hard-hearted enough to pretend their own son didn’t exist, of course they would repudiate the twins. In their minds, the boys would be Dylan’s, and Jillian his. Their love calculus used different formulas than his, Laura’s and Dylan’s.

All of these thoughts raced through his mind at the speed of light, until he found himself standing next to Laura, who was shaking his father’s hand and introducing herself. A forcefield surrounded Mike, an emotional pulse that made him sick.

“Laura Michaels. It is so nice to finally meet you both. Welcome! We’re so glad you’re here.” Laura’s eyes were red and puffy, her recent crying obvious. Good. She should cry. Hell, he wished he could cry. This was a nightmare, all triggered by her. Why?

WHY? The word chanted through his mind until it became his pulse, filling his heart with so many questions that coursed through him.

Rage sent him into a mental spiral he couldn’t control. His blood boiled through his veins and his mind struggled to stay in the moment. Eyes darting all over the place like a gyroscope spinning through space, Mike couldn’t concentrate. His mind felt splintered. The blood that filled his muscles in anticipation of fleeing, or fighting, needed to be released with a ten-mile run.

Twenty miles, at this point.

Only his mother’s question cut through his sense of total chaos.

“I thought you were already married, Mikey?” His mom’s sweet blue eyes, so much like his own, peered up with him with a hopeful hesitance, as if the fact that she asked the question were enough of an apology.

Dylan looked at Mike with as blank a face as he was capable of producing, and crazy eyes that asked, silently, What the hell does she mean?

His dad cleared his throat. “What Mary means, son, is that we read about you and Dylan....”

Mike didn’t think this moment could get any worse.

And then it just did.

The woods, with their tall pines poking up at the sky like spears, rippled with an unreality that made Mike start to gasp for air, as if he were running and hit his wall.

Maybe that was a good comparison.

This conversation was his life’s wall.

“You told my parents about me and Dylan getting married?” he choked out, giving Laura a look he knew he would later regret, but couldn’t help but deliver right now.

She flinched and started to respond, but his dad—Big Mike—interrupted.

“No, Mikey. We read about it in the paper.”

Mike idly wondered which paper, but he knew the answer already. The local paper back in Pennsylvania, on the tiny town in the middle of nowhere that he’d escaped. It was the only one they read. The paparazzi had been out that day two years ago, but he’d never imagined news would travel back to his tiny little home town.

“And we know all about your money,” his dad added.

“We’ve been reading about you,” his mom added in a breathy voice, as if standing here on the porch of the rental cabin where he’s just had frantic, interrupted sex with his partner and wife and bisecting his life in two somehow erased more than a decade of exile. 

All that rage that welled up with the knowledge that Laura had invited them needed a new victim.

Victims.

Big Mike and Mary.

Laura’s steady hand on his biceps made him shiver, like electricity had been transmitted from her body into his, a calming current designed to stop his fury. He felt dazed, as if a halo of static electricity revolved around his entire body, and the pulse of blood through his body slowed, the throb no longer a painful slam against his veins, but slowing to a dull roar of the past.

The past.

All those years couldn’t be forgotten, but those same ten years didn’t have to ruin what was supposed to be the best day of his life.

He wouldn’t let the past ruin this moment.

But fuck if he knew how to do this.

“Mike,” Laura asked, her voice a little too focused, a little too centered. “Can you go help Dylan with the twins?”

“Twins?” His mom’s voice couldn’t get any higher in the sky if it were a rocket. “So the picture...?” 

Picture? He looked at Laura in alarm. She’d sent a picture of the children?

His ma’s eyes skimmed Jillian, who was playing with a doll at Laura’s feet. Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Dylan had stepped away, probably when his mind had gone red with primal rage, and Cyndi and Ellie were helping him.

Dylan didn’t need Mike one bit.

“We have three kids, Ma,” Mike answered. Ma. He hadn’t said that word in so long that it felt like a foreign language, like digging up his old high school Spanish and saying a word out of nowhere.

“How old?” his mom asked Laura.

“She’s three and a half, and the boys are fourteen months,” Laura answered with a smile, making Mike wish he could be so normal. How could Laura stand there chit-chatting with people who broke him in half all those years ago? She was a traitor and she didn’t even know it.

No, he corrected himself. No. She’s not a traitor. Not to you.

She’s just being kind. It’s all she knows. 

As he talked himself down in his thoughts, Dylan called out, “We need to change the boys!”

“Adam fell in a puddle, Mama,” Jillian explained with wide eyes. “He’s muddy. He needs a baf.”

“Baf,” his mom repeated, chuckling, looking at Mike with wary eyes. “You said it that way, too, Mikey. When you were little.”

“That was a long, long time ago,” he grunted. 

“I can’t imagine Mike ‘little’,” Dylan joked, giving Mike a pleading look, half-sympathetic, half panicked.

“He was born a babe like all of God’s creatures,” Mike Sr. said, his eyes steely, his voice cold as he looked at Dylan.

Mike’s rage came flooding back. Dylan carried one toddler on each hip and before Mike could punch someone or something, Dylan smoothly handed Aaron into his arms, giving him a look. 

“Make yourself useful,” he said in a voice that was meant to be joking, but Mike knew was an order.

“Will do. Got to change a diaper,” he said, sounding like a robot, his job obvious.

As he turned away from his parents and carried a happy Aaron into the bedroom, plopping him on the bed to squeals, Mike’s head felt like a balloon on a string someone just released.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

“Uck,” Aaron said.

“Men didn’t change diapers in my time,” his ma said, in a chiding but amused voice, the sound floating in through the screened window.

“When you have three in diapers, it’s a requirement,” Laura said, her voice rising above the chaos outside as Jillian began singing that damn Elsa song, Laura adding a chuckle in a polite manner.

“She’s not potty trained yet?” His mother’s voice held a tone of disapproval, and Mike gritted his teeth. All these years of feeling isolated, bereft, abandoned by parents who considered him an abomination against God for who he loved had left him bitter.

But the upside to being shunned: no one had been the voice of the overbearing parent butting their nose into how he raised his kids.

Laura’s response carried a note of surprise in it. “We’re working on it.” 

He wanted to jump to her defense, to parse out all the successes with Jillian, to explain that she only wore a night diaper, to defend against that fucking tone his ma used.

I’m being triggered, he thought to himself, drawing on the language of therapy.

No shit, said a different voice in his mind. The one who lived in the real world.

Cyndi’s no-nonsense voice interrupted his mom as she started to reply. “We need to get everyone unpacked and settle the kids down for dinner and baths, Laura.”

“Are you their other grandma?” his mom asked Cyndi, and Mike wished, as he wiped Aaron’s bum and did a quick wet-diaper change, he could have seen Cyndi’s face for that question.

“My mother’s dead,” Laura said bluntly, her voice gaining strength as she picked up on the kind of person his mother could be. Never underestimate the level of judgment Mike and Mary Pine could disseminate.

Infinite. They could judge forever.

And did.

“I’m so sorry, dear!” His mother’s voice was sincere. “How awful! So the children have no grandma?”

“They have my mother,” Dylan cut in, his voice tight.

Now he really wished he could see everyone’s face.

“Your mother—you—she’s Mike’s daughter’s grandmother?” 

Even Mike got dizzy overhearing that. Aaron stayed surprisingly still through the diaper change, and as Mike finished up and wiped his hands with a baby wipe, his son wiggled off the bed and toddled out the door, headed toward the sound of Mama and Daddy’s voice.

“Sure am!” The boom of Dylan’s mother’s call made Mike wince.

Here we go.

Rose and Paul Stanwyck were here. Dylan’s parents. His mom was a loud, greying woman who talked with her hands and did more lecturing than listening, but she was a whirlwind of energy. Dylan’s dad was opinionated and a man’s man, but had never held his son’s unconventional love choices against him. Rose and Paul hadn’t welcomed their threesomes over the years with open arms by any stretch, but their quiet tolerance and lack of judgment had been a far cry from Mike’s parents’ reaction.

Once they had Jillian, though, Rose and Paul had become official grandparents, and that changed everything. Tolerance had evolved into acceptance and appreciation, as time showed that he, Dylan and Laura were a forever triad, fused by love and children into a family overflowing with joy.

Joy that felt completely gone right now.

With heavy legs, he walked out to the porch to find Rose kissing Aaron into giggle fits, Paul shaking hands with his own dad, his ma giving him looks of confusion, and Laura in the middle of it all, a thousand live nerves jangling in her eyes. He wanted to comfort her, but he was too livid.

And way, way too overwhelmed.

“You’re her grandma?” his ma asked Rose, the look in her eyes tearing him apart. He felt the tingle of angry blood in his arteries, like soda pop poured in, and he needed to run. His glutes tightened and released, the clench of calf muscles an attempt to contain the roaring pain inside him. His nostrils flared, his ears burned, his jaw so tight he could feel his tongue mold against his teeth.

“And so are you,” Rose said kindly to Mary, the words shattering every piece of self inside Mike.

He bolted.

The first step he took felt like he was drowning. The second was a longer step, fueled by the punch of extra power required to overcome inertia. By step four he was running, and within seconds he was in full flee. Instinct made him search for an opening in the woods, path or not. Between two branches he darted, bushes ripping into his bare skin, long scratches like a gauntlet he didn’t know life would expect him to run.

The pain felt good.

He ran as fast and as hard as he could, the sprint digging into his lungs, his ribs screaming in minutes, the sudden move from tension to release too much, too fast. A cramp formed in his mid-side and he shook it off, keeping the breakneck speed for one reason only:

Because he had no choice.

Seconds became minutes. Minutes became hours. Time was his enemy and his best friend, chugging by like a locomotive on a steep incline, and whipping past like an oiled-up frat boy on an alpine slide. Mike disappeared. Dissolved. Faded.

Ran.

Thousands of words competed for attention in his logical mind, while the adrenaline coursing through him screamed a single word: run. Nothing he said or did back there would fix the nightmare that just invaded his well-constructed, carefully rebuilt life. Not one damn word. Muscles, though...muscles could be worked into submission. Beaten through sheer energy expense.

And once you tapped out a body, you were left with nothing to worry about. All Mike would become was a pile of sweaty, panting cells.

That was his singular goal.

Trees and leaves and bright-green overgrowth blurred into one stream of liquid nothingness as he flew through the woods, dodging fallen trees and old logs like a parkour course, his long legs like springs, extensions of a soul that needed to be in motion. Pushing himself to the max, he began to groan with each breath, arms fueling his journey, his body unaware of any destination.

Because he was going nowhere.

Running away from the problem wouldn’t solve a damn thing. In his more developed mind, he knew that. But that part of him wasn’t in charge right now. That part of him was miles away, sitting at his desk at the ski resort, or standing in front of a pot of tomato sauce at home, capable of rational thought and reasoned discourse.

His reptilian mind controlled him now, and it sent the same, damn message to his body:

RUN.

For eternity, just run.

Bright light ahead signaled a clearing. With a burst of extra energy, he propelled forward, chest thrust ahead, eyes steady on a spot a million miles away, the roar of his blood crashing against the walls of his ears. His legs couldn’t stop if they tried right now, and as the last cluster of branches ended, scraping against his arms, he found himself flying.

Literally.

Flying in thin air as he ran full-force over a cliff that led straight down to the ocean.




Chapter Thirteen

Dylan

“What’s going on?” his dad whispered, holding a wiggly Adam in his arms as Cyndi looked at his mom and dad, and Mike’s mom and dad, with a big, fat question in her eyes.

Pointed at him.

“Hell if I know,” Dylan mumbled, relieved to have his parents there for no articulated reason. He couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t describe why he felt a palpable sense of protectiveness from them, even though no one was threatening him.

And then it hit him.

The last time he ever saw Big Mike, he was trying to beat the shit out of Dylan’s Mike. That was more than thirteen years ago. No wonder he felt so on guard right now, tense and vigilant. Because Big Mike was a threat.

And he needed the relief of having allies.

He looked at Mike’s dad, now stooped, so much of his muscle gone to fat, but the broad planes of a body once the size of a small bear were still there. He was a shadow of what he’d been thirteen years ago, but memory has a funny way of sneaking in and replacing the present with whatever imprint it left in the past.

A deep sigh escaped him. The rush of relief.

Thirteen years ago, he’d pulled the giant man off Mike.

And he could do it again now, just as easily. He was safe. His children were safe. His dad gave him a concerned look.

“Dylan? You okay?” His dad’s chest puffed up and eyes narrowed. Maybe Dylan wasn’t the only one noticing the threat.

“Yeah. I’m okay. Just remembering.”

Paul’s eyes darted from Dylan’s face to Big Mike, then he stiffened, his expression changing to one of knowing. Shortly after the huge fight, when Mike’s parents disavowed him, Dylan had gone home with Mike and Jill and told the whole story to his parents. They’d thawed considerably, and his mom had told Mike he was always welcome in their home.

That had been the true beginning for Dylan, a start to living life on his own terms, with more of the truth spilling over into the world he’d grown up in, the one that repudiated every bit of the life he needed to live.

But it had been a start.

“Think he’s gonna cause trouble?” his dad asked, eyes on Big Mike, who was watching Jillian and laughing.

“No. Mike’s freaked, though.”

“Why would he be upset? He invited them, right?”

Laura jerked toward the conversation as his dad said that. Dylan pressed his lips together and gave his dad a look that must have said everything he couldn’t.

“Oh, shit,” his dad mumbled. “So this is a surprise?”

“This is a nightmare,” Laura whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I thought I was doing something good. They never replied to my letter, so I assumed they weren’t coming. I never imagined this would happen, and now Mike took off and the wedding’s tomorrow and—”

“Shhhh,” Dylan said in a low voice, pulling her into his arms. He turned her away from Mike’s parents. Paul caught his eye and gave a sympathetic look, then—with great effort, Dylan knew—engage Big Mike in small talk while Dylan walked Laura into the cabin.

She fell apart in his arms.

“I swear, Dylan, I had no idea this would happen! I just thought that Mike should have one more chance with his parents, and that if they knew they had grandchildren they’d try to reconcile with him, and he could have some peace and oh, God, I’ve ruined everything.”

“Shhhh,” he said again, repeating himself because what the hell was he supposed to say? This was an epic failure, and Mike was out running nineteen miles. Hell, he’d make it to the Canadian border by midnight if he wanted to. Tracking Mike down when he went on a blind run to work out his pain was a useless task. The guy didn’t take a cell phone or wear a FitBit device.

He was just gone. Who knew when he’d come back?

“Mike’s angry. Blind-sided. And I’ll bet he feels betrayed.”

Her sobbing increased. Shit. He wasn’t good at finding the right words, especially when caught by surprise.

“But he’ll come back. He won’t fuck up the wedding. I promise.”

“How can you promise?”

“Because I’ll send out a search party if I have to.”

Her chest heaved with emotion. “You think it’ll be that bad?”

“No.” He wasn’t quite convinced, and Cyndi quirked an eyebrow at him. She’d been their nanny for years and had seen Mike run off a handful of times, normally after run-of-the-mill arguments that all adults in a family had. This was special, though. The wound in Mike was deep and clearly unhealed, the tenuous scar ripped open by his parents’ appearance.

This wedding was stressful enough without them. With them?

It must be unbearable for Mike.

“Why don’t we all go for a walk and get to know each other while Dylan and Mike and Cyndi get the kids settled?” his mom said, giving him a meaningful look over Laura’s blonde head, which was tucked into his shoulder. Mary looked at Mike, who looked to Paul—not Rose—for a cue.

Paul gave a wide, fake smile. “Sounds good to me! I’ve never been here, and I’d like to find out more about that beach.”

Mary’s face split with a smile. “We’ve never seen the ocean before! It’s a long drive from our part of the world, and we’d like that.” 

She wouldn’t stop looking at Jillian, who was in Dylan’s arms now, clinging to his side.

She pointed to Mary and asked Dylan, “Who’s dat?”

Out of the mouths of babes.

“That’s Mary. Can you say hello?”

Mary frowned slightly, then recovered. “I’m your—I’m Miss Mary.” A flicker of memory floated through his mind, of parts of the country where children didn’t refer to adults by first name, the convention to put a Miss or Mister first. He wondered why Mike’s parents would insist on formality—maybe one of them was southern? But he let the thought go, needing to focus on protecting Jilly. 

“And this is Mr. Mike,” she added, eagerly touching Big Mike’s arm.

He gave Jillian a closed-mouth smile.

“Mike? You’re not Mike! Daddy is Mike!’ she said, as if that were the silliest thing she’d ever heard.

Laura’s entire body turned to stone in his arms.

“And Papa is Dylan,” she added.

Dylan watched as the most astonished expressions imaginable rippled across Mike and Mary’s faces. That’s right, he thought. Daddy and Papa.

Big Mike affixed a thousand-mile stare over Dylan’s mother’s shoulder and took a few steps down, off the porch, onto solid ground next to Cyndi, who crossed paths going up to herd the kids. She peeled Jillian out of Dylan’s dad’s arms and gave him a look that said, Let the parents figure this out.

Dylan felt completely helpless. Laura sniffled, then squared her shoulders, clearly forcing herself to be as composed as possible as the entire situation unraveled before them.

“Yes. We’ll get Jilly and the boys settled and—”

“Oh!” Mary’s voice was like a bubble being popped against a stray branch on a tree. “Jilly! Jillian!” Her eyes went as wide as saucers and she met Laura’s eyes. “You named your daughter Jillian? That’s the same—oh!” She started to look at Big Mike and stopped herself, the motion so fast Dylan wouldn’t have caught it if he weren’t so hyperaware right now.

“Who made you do that, dear?” Mary asked gently.

There was no malice in her tone. No accusation. No judgment or bitterness, and yet the question felt like a slap to Dylan’s core and he flushed, a red rage filling him like a balloon.

“No one. It was my idea,” Laura said, her voice loud yet shaking. A flash of insight made him wonder if Mary assumed someone made Laura name their child after his and Mike’s former lover because Mary couldn’t imagine a world where women had free will in a relationship, but his anger made the rational question slip through his fingers like a slippery fish in a river.

Big Mike’s back was to them now, his mom shooting looks between Dylan and Laura, then clasping his shoulder, as if transmitting power and support through touch.

You okay? she mouthed.

No. He shook his head slowly.

No. We’re not okay.

Rose took charge and corralled the grandparents while Cyndi and Ellie herded the three kids into the cabin. A look from Cyndi made it clear she and Ellie had it covered.

Take care of Laura, she mouthed, disappearing with the kids to the other side of the cabin, where a bedroom and bath were located.

Dylan eased Laura onto the couch, her body frozen, a strange sort of catatonia making her a silent mannequin.

“They think you guys made me name her Jillian? What the hell is wrong with those people, Dylan?”

He sighed. “Nothing’s changed.”

“They were like this before?”

“Way worse. Way, way worse. But maybe they’re on best behavior.”

“Worse.” She shuddered.

“They’re—they’re good people,” he said reluctantly.

Laura’s snort of outrage made him roll his eyes at his own attempt to rationalize.

“Why on earth are they here?” she marveled.

“Because you invited them.” He didn’t want to dig the knife in, but...

“I can’t undo it. I wish I could. I really thought I was helping him.” Defeat filled her voice. Dylan’s body filled with concrete, a deep exhaustion that was more emotional than physical. He’d just been in a car an hour ago. In bed, naked, fifteen minutes ago.

Time flew when you were having fun.

And when you were having not-so-much fun, too.

“We need to deal with what’s in front of us. We can’t go back and undo it, so now what?” he asked, pulling her to him, resting his chin on her head. “How do we move forward? The guests are arriving and we have a wedding tomorrow afternoon.”

“It’s almost become an afterthought,” she said with a choking gasp. “I’ve turned the wedding into a second-place event.”

A thought struck him. “We need to get Josie and Alex over here. Maybe even Alex’s mom.”

“Alex’s mom?”

“She’s a psychologist, right? Maybe she can help.”

“I don’t know,” Laura said, doubtful. Reluctant. Worried. “That feels like we’re really stepping over a line.”

“If Mike’s dad goes nuts tomorrow at the wedding, the line crossed will be way worse.”

“You think he would make a scene?”

Dylan went quiet. He wasn’t sure. Thirteen years had definitely aged Mike’s dad, who had been so fucking intimidating when they were college boys who were just starting to figure out their identity and shocked to discover how different they were from the rest of the world—and relieved to find each other and Jill.

Now, as men in their mid-thirties and with much more solid senses of who they were, Big Mike was just...a man. An old man who was judgmental and closed off, but he was here.

Here.

And that had to count for something.

What worried Dylan was whether that “something” was positive or negative. Woe be unto Mike’s parents if they came here to stir up shit and try to destroy the loving life they’d worked so hard to build. Dylan wasn’t above having them booted by security to keep the peace.

Even if it would shatter them all.

“I’m sorry, Dylan.” Laura looked at him with red eyes so full of regret. “I had no idea the kind of Pandora’s Box I was opening when I sent that letter. I never in a million years expected them to just come like this! Why didn’t they answer me?”

He shrugged. “Probably fear. They likely knew Mike wouldn’t want to see them. Big Mike was always very controlling when we were in college. Insisted on his way or the highway.”

“And Mike picked the highway.”

“Yeah. Farm boy in the city. His parents thought we’d all corrupted him. They tried to make him leave college. Just withdraw and come home.”

“After they learned the truth about you and Jill?”

“No. Before. As Mike pulled away from them and created his own life, they didn’t like it. Wanted him back. They’re people who really prize tradition. Devoutly religious, mid-America types. Nothing wrong with that—but they also couldn’t handle him loving the way he did.”

“It must have been a shock,” she said.

He kissed her temple, then gave her a look of incredulity. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Simultaneously take Mike’s side while trying to imagine it from his parent’s point of view.”

She swallowed, hard, and wiped her eyes with the palms of her hands. Laura wasn’t wearing makeup, and she glowed with a nervous tension that came from desperately wanting to do the right thing. The storm of emotion in her eyes pained him. Dylan felt pulled in two directions. He was accustomed to conflict between the three of them, but never like this. Most of their arguments came down to dividing time in fair ways. 

This was an external force that had been unleashed for all the right reasons but in all the wrong ways. Laura had meant well. She acted out of love. If only she’d come to Dylan first before reaching out to Mike’s parents—but the past couldn’t be undone. They’d have to get through this mess the only way he knew how.

By going through it, painful minute by painful minute.

“You said his dad was violent, but I see an older, more diminished man than the one you and Mike have described,” she said calmly, clearly pulling herself together. “And we have a wedding with a few hundred people here for the festivities. Alex and Josie’s wedding can’t be ruined because of my stupidity.”

“You’re not stupid.”

“I acted stupidly.”

He started to protest and stopped. She wasn’t wrong. She was just...misguided.

“I screwed up. It’s my responsibility to fix this.” The sound of children squealing with delight bubbled through the air from the general direction of the kids’ bathroom. Laura smiled.

“Glad someone’s having fun.” A heavy sorrow filled him. This was supposed to be one of the happiest days of their life. Tomorrow they’d celebrate their love, tomorrow night would be their wedding night, and the next day they would board a plane for Paris.

All the details that had been set up months ago were now in question.

Their entire world had changed with Mike’s parents’ arrival.

If Dylan felt overwhelmed, he could only imagine how Mike felt right now. He knew better than to try to find him, though dusk was beginning, and running through the strange Maine woods at night was pushing the bounds of danger, even for Mike. Hopefully, Mike found a trail and was running safely, but Dylan had his doubts. When Mike ran out of sheer stress, the result was never pretty.

He wasn’t joking about expecting Mike to run all the way to Canada.

“How long do we give him before we try to find him?” Laura asked, as if she read Dylan’s mind. “Your parents are being great, distracting Mike’s mom and dad, but there’s a point where he has to come back and talk to them.”

“No. Not really.”

“What?” Laura was aghast. “Of course he does.”

“No.” Dylan stayed calm as he answered, feeling preternaturally neutral. “Technically, he doesn’t. He can send them home and not talk to them.”

“That would be worse than if they’d never come.”

He shrugged.

“Oh, God, I wish I could take it all back.” She closed her eyes. “If Mike won’t talk to them, then I will.”

“And say what?”

“How sorry I am that I reached out to them without talking to Mike first. I’ll explain his weird behavior.”

“And then?”

“And then what?”

“Laura, Mike’s vanished. You know him. He’ll need six hours of steady running to even be part human when he comes back. I don’t think he’ll be able to talk to them then. Are they staying for the wedding? What’s the plan?”

“There is no plan! I didn’t plan for this! They were supposed to answer me months ago and then I could calmly, rationally talk to Mike and support him in whatever decision he made! I never planned for them to just show up.”

Tap tap tap.

“Laura? Dylan? Mike?” That was Sandy’s voice. “Anyone home? I have a small question about the—” Sandy stepped into the living room, took one look at Laura’s face, and her eyes widened with alarm.

“Hi,” Laura said weakly.

“What’s happened?” Sandy was across the room, her daughter right behind her, both of them with brows creased in worry.

“It’s—oh—I just—” Laura fell apart again. Dylan stood up and faced Sandy and Lydia, rubbing Laura’s shoulder, trying to keep himself together.

“Family problems,” he said. “Extended family. Mike’s parents showed up out of the blue.”

“I take it they weren’t invited?” Sandy asked.

“They were. It’s just, they didn’t RSVP.” He really struggled to explain the backstory. “They disavowed Mike about thirteen years ago. Cut him out of their life when he and I were with a partner. Before Laura.”

Lydia piped up. “The three of you—you’re not the first threesome for all of you?”

Laura nodded while Dylan shook his head. “First time for Laura. Mike and I...we had a partner before Laura. Her name was Jill. She died, and...”

Sandy looked like a lightbulb went on. “Jillian.”

He and Laura nodded.

“Mike’s parents didn’t take it well. His dad came to blows with Mike. Laura—well, she thought—”

“I invited them to the wedding. I thought we could right the wrongs and maybe Mike could have a relationship with them again. They never replied, so I didn’t think they were coming.” Her words burst out of her like a dam breaking. “And then they just appeared!”

“Where’s Mike?” Lydia asked.

“Running.” Laura and Dylan answered in unison.

“Running?” Sandy asked, eyebrows up.

“It’s what he does when he’s upset. He runs. Long distances. Ten miles or more.”

Lydia and Sandy shared identical looks of disbelief.

If Dylan hadn’t been living with Mike for so many years, he wouldn’t believe it, either.

“I just eat ice cream when I’m upset,” Lydia joked, patting her hip.

Laura shot her a grateful look and a smile. Dylan felt his shoulders unclench slightly. It was the first smile he’d seen on Laura since this fiasco erupted. They would find their way out of this. Mike, though, would have to lead them.

And the Mike they both knew and loved wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Even if he were here in body, in spirit he was a million miles away, the splintered pieces of himself integrated through long-distance running. Dylan knew to give Mike time and space.

Space, they had plenty of.

Time? Not so much. As dusk deepened, he wondered how best to balance the kids’ needs, Laura, Mike, and the very real fact that more than two hundred guests were trickling in.

Speaking of which, Sandy asked, “We just have one final question about the bar and where you want it placed during the reception. Because the table is different for this double wedding, we need your input.”

Dylan looked to Laura, who nodded. “I’ll go. I’ll text Josie, too, because she’ll want to double-check.” Her face reddened at the mention of Josie.

Had it really only been half an hour since Josie had barged in on them having sex? How could so much happen in such a short time frame? Life was piling up.

A naked, dripping-wet boy shot past them, toddling and giggling as Cyndi chased with a hooded towel, giving Dylan an apologetic look.

Maybe the running-away thing ran in the family.




Chapter Fourteen

Josie

“Qwitcherbitchin’, Josie. So what? You walked in on your best friend doing the three-backed nasty with her guys. It’s not like you’re the first person in the world to do that,” Darla said as Josie, Alex, Darla, Trevor and Joe sat around a roaring campfire.

“Excuse me?” Alex asked, choking on his beer. They were all sitting in folding camp chairs, Alex’s long legs so close to the fire she worried the soles of his sneakers would begin to melt.

Darla waved her hand at him. “People walk in on their friends having sex all the time. It happens. Get over it.”

“What the hell kind of world do you live in, Darla, where people walk in on their friends naked in bed?”

Trevor cleared his throat as Darla stuck her tongue against her cheek and squinted. Josie knew that meant she was mounting a vigorous verbal defense. Trevor beat her to it and said:

“We’re in a band.”

As if that explained everything.

Alex, Joe, and Darla just nodded.

What the hell was wrong with these people?

“I have been friends with Laura since college and never seen her naked before other than at Jillian’s birth. I’ve seen Dylan’s naked butt once before, and—”

Joe’s eyebrows shot up. “You have?”

“At Jillian’s birth,” Josie said with great exasperation. Alex finished his beer with one long, smooth swallow and stretched backward, popping open the cooler top and reaching for another.

“Everyone was naked at a birth?” Joe’s question was completely understandable, but it set Josie off.

“Yes! Well, Dylan and Laura were.”

“Is this a thing?” he asked Darla.

“How in the ever-loving fucking hell would I know about a birthing trend, Joe? Do I look like someone who follows the latest way to spit an eight-pound baby out of a one-inch-diameter hole?”

Alex calmly reached back into the cooler and handed Joe another beer.

“You’d better not!” Josie shot back hotly.

Joe finished the one in his left hand, popped open the new beer, and guzzled half of it, fielding sympathetic looks from Trevor and Alex, which only made Josie angrier.

“None of you is taking this seriously!”

“Taking what seriously?” Alex asked. “Naked birthing trends?”

Trevor snickered. Darla bit her lips. Joe looked like a scared sloth.

“Fuck all of you.” She stood and stormed off, aiming for the bathrooms, a tiny shred of light on the horizon making it possible to see the path. It was bad enough to now have an image of Laura and her guys in raw, animal flesh form, but worse: when she’d fled and found her way back to her cabin, there had been a note.

Aunt Cathy, Uncle Calvin, Uncle Mike and her mother were out with Alex’s mom and stepdad, having a lobster dinner somewhere in town.

Josie was freaked. The grown-ups were together (yes, she was a thirty-something adult, but she wasn’t a grown-up when the older generation was present) and her mom and Alex’s mom were bonding, and she couldn’t handle the collision of her two worlds.

And the big day was less than twenty-four hours away.

Tomorrow she would become Alex’s wife.

Sandy had assured her that everything would go off without a hitch tomorrow, almost every detail secured and fine. Alex had fired up a grill and they’d feasted on hot dogs and burgers with Darla, Trevor and Joe, who had arrived minutes after Josie’s corneas burned with the sensation of seeing That Which She Could Not Unsee.

Shaking and pissed, she found her way to the main road and marched past the bathroom, on a mission to just walk. Think. Process.

Move.

The beach called to her, her eyes drawn to the moon on the horizon, the crackle of campfires along the way catching her eye. She saw Laura’s old boss from forever ago, and his family. Madge and Ed sat at a picnic table next to a campfire, chatting away with Mike’s operations manager at the ski resort and her boyfriend.

One of Alex’s aunts waved as Josie passed, and she waved back but didn’t slow down. She needed to be alone. Away. On the ocean’s edge and consumed by nothing more than the sound of the tides working their magic on water.

Clam shells crunched beneath her feet as she reached the shore, the sand more a mixture of shell shards than the finer-grained sand she was accustomed to, on Cape Cod. A midwesterner by birth, Josie had spent the first two decades of her life completely landlocked, and still considered the ocean with a kind of primal terror and healthy respect. Tides were a strange sort of magic to her, with the power to sweep you out into nothingness and the deep abyss of infinity.

She never waded in further than her hips, and tonight she didn’t even touch the water. Just stared. The mid-August weather in Massachusetts was a soupy, muggy mess, but this far north the nighttime air carried a chill. She wore a sweatshirt and jeans, but it wasn’t quite enough. Wrapping her arms around her waist, she found a flat boulder on the outer edge of the shore and perched there, the soles of her feet on two other flat rocks, her bones settling in for the long haul of just watching the water move toward her, as if carrying a message she would never understand, but needed to hear anyhow.

The nude image of her three friends in flagrante delicto would fade, eventually, though the teasing would never go away. In both directions—she would take every opportunity in conversations to bring it up, and they would lob it right back at her. Walking in on them having sex was not the source of her emotional state right now. It was a convenient excuse. Of course, she could have done without seeing everyone’s jiggly bits, but what was done was done.

No, this restlessness, this distress, came from some other place. Some other event. Some other time. Self-aware enough to know that, Josie took in the ocean’s salty air and made it part of herself, wistful and wanting, her body cool and timeless as the water greeted her like an old friend.

“Hey.” The voice startled her, though she knew from its tone that the owner of the voice was trying very hard not to scare her. “Hey, Josie.”

Darla.

“Hey.” Darla sat next to her and handed her a windbreaker, a balled-up piece of red nylon that Josie recognized. “Alex wanted you to have this. Said it was cold.”

Josie unfurled it and slipped the hoodie over her head. It smelled like Alex, the spicy-musk mix that was his scent. 

“Thanks. Is he upset?”

“Naw. He knew you needed some space. So did I. But I’m a nosy bitch and had to follow you. Alex is smarter. He’s keeping his distance.”

“I’m feeling the love Darla. So much from you. So, so much.”

Darla gave her a side hug, then licked Josie’s face.

“EWWWWWWWWWW!”

“I haven’t done that to you since we were kids.”

“I don’t miss it!”

She collapsed into giggles in spite of herself, folding in half, the chill gone, her body warming.

“It’s gonna be okay, you know. You built one hell of a great life for yourself, Josephine Elizabeth Mendham.”

The bridge of her nose began to sting, making her wince, and then the inevitable tears filled her eyes.

“Yeah?” She wanted to agree, but that tiny part of her that couldn’t quite believe she’d done it—that she’d escaped the trappings of her old life—needed assurance.

“Yeah. And you helped me build mine, too.” Darla’s voice cut in half, turning into a sob. “Fuck you for doin’ that, Josie.”

“Fuck me?” Josie snapped, half-laughing, half-crying, half-angry.

“Right. Fuck you for challenging me and making me believe in myself and change everything and have a better life.”

“You have a funny way of expressing gratitude.”

“And there you go. You finally accept it.”

“Accept what?”

“That I should be grateful for your help. That you helped me. That you led the way. Josie, you are one of the strongest people I know. You took yourself on a path out of a fucked-up life. You left Fucked Up Kingdom and you found your way to the Unfuck Territories. You made yourself its queen.”

“Now you’re getting weird, Darla Jo.”

“Now? Now I’m getting weird? I been weird since I was a little kid.” Darla made a dismissive noise and put her arm around Josie, resting her head on Josie’s shoulder. “You’re just trying to weasel out of hearing good stuff said about you.”

She was. Darla was right. Josie felt a great disturbance deep inside when she was praised. It felt like the rest of the world had an internal receptor for praise, but Josie was born without one, so the praise just rumbled around inside her, ricocheting and lost, eventually piling up with the other debris inside her that didn’t have a home.

“Why are you being so nice?” Josie asked, letting Darla lean on her. When they were kids, that’s what Darla did. Lean. At ages eleven and four, it had been comforting, two fatherless children thrust into chaos and disorder with recovering mothers, both injured in the car crash that had taken their fathers from them.

As adolescents, it had been annoying. Now? Now it was comforting again, like the tides. Eventually, everything came back around. The world turned in a circle. Sometimes it felt like it spun so fast time was a blur.

“Because you’re getting married tomorrow and you should be happy.”

“Thanks. One more thing I should be.”

“It’s not an order, Josie.”

She laughed. “I know.”

“You love him?”

“What?”

“You love Alex?”

“Of course I do.”

“No cold feet?”

“None.”

“Then what? Most people would be at that campfire, kicking back some beers and laughing and chilling. Instead, you’re staring out at the ocean in the dark, getting pissy.”

Josie waited for three waves to crash before answering.

“I don’t know.”

In the distance, behind them, Josie heard the distinct sound of feet crunching on the broken shells. Flashlight beams dotted the area. It was a good-sized group, a mix of male and female voices getting louder as they came closer.

One of the voices was Laura’s.

“Josie?” Alex called out. Darla pulled away from Josie, the absence of her body heat making Josie realize how chilly it really was.

“Yes?”

“Is that you and Darla?”

“Yes.”

“Mike isn’t with you?”

“Mike? You mean Laura’s Mike?”

“Yeah.”

“No. He’s not. Why?”

Laura came close enough for Josie to see the panic and worry etched in her face. Whatever problems Josie had inside herself paled in comparison, washed away by Laura’s clear fear.

“He’s been missing for hours.”

“Because I walked in on you guys?” Josie gasped, guilt slamming into her. “I can find him and we can talk this out—”

“No,” Laura said with a sad laugh. “No. You had nothing to do with it.”

That chill from earlier grabbed Josie again, except this time it came with an intuitive sense that something was wrong. “What happened, Laura? Why is Mike missing?”

“His parents. His parents are here.”

“What?” She knew from Laura that Mike’s parents had shunned him years ago, a rejection that cut him deep. What the hell were they doing here, today of all days?

Dylan appeared next to Laura, the flashlight in his hand blinding Josie for a second before he pointed it down, his face grim.

“It’s a long story, Josie,” he said. She looked around at the group. Dylan, Laura, Alex, Trevor, and Joe. “We’re getting people together to look for him.”

“You think he’s...gone?”

“He ran away.”

“He goes on runs a lot when he’s stressed,” she said to Laura, who nodded. 

“But it’s dark. It’s Maine. And he has no phone.”

“You think something bad happened to him? Are there bears here?” she blurted.

Alex reached for her hand, using his other with a flat motion meant to indicate everyone should remain calm. “We’re just covering the basics right now. Dylan and Laura found us at our campfire. Let’s take a look and see if we can find him.”

Suddenly, Josie’s worries didn’t seem so important. She pulled Laura aside, seeing how distraught her best friend was, and tried to be gentle with her. A sense of helplessness washed over her. She couldn’t help with Mike, but she knew she could at least ease some of whatever was making Laura shake.

“What happened, Laura?” she asked softly, her arm around her friend, her voice modulated. The guys and Darla all began walking up shore, Alex giving her a pointed look, thumbing in the direction of the group. She nodded. An unspoken understanding rippled between them. He’d go with the others.

She would stay and console Laura.

“I—this is all my fault,” Laura sobbed, curling in to Josie, who gave her friend the biggest hug she could muster. The two weren’t the most affectionate of friends, so this role didn’t come naturally. In the moment, though, it felt right.

“How is it your fault that Mike disappeared?”

“I invited his parents to the wedding.”

Josie was deeply grateful that it was nighttime and Laura couldn’t see her face, because she looked like Mr. Bill.

“I knowwwwwwww,” Laura groaned. Josie must have said or done something that tipped Laura off to her intense shock.

“I’m sure you had a good reason,” Josie said, her voice tight with confusion. Whatever that reason was, it would have to be damn good.

“Mike walks around with this big hole in his life. We fill most of it, but I can see it in him. The way his parents rejected him all those years ago was disgusting. And then I got all upset because I wish my mom were here to know our kids, and it’s great having Rose and Paul as grandparents for Jilly, Aaron and Adam, but it’s not the same. And knowing there are two grandparents out there who just, well, maybe....I don’t know.” Laura’s word salad made perfect sense to Josie.

“I understand.”

“You do? Because that was one fucked up explanation, Josie,” Laura said with a sniffle and a self-deprecating laugh.

“I am fluent in Fucked Up. I think my family invented the language, Laura. It is our mother tongue.”

The two shared a long sigh and a wistful laugh.

“I sent the letter to them months ago! I mentioned the kids. I slipped in one picture of the kids. Their faces weren’t even showing. And they never replied. I figured they considered Mike dead to them, and tucked it away in the back of my mind. I never, ever thought they’d just show up—surprise!—and trigger this kind of drama.”

“Drama?” Josie eased back from Laura, who seemed more centered now.

“Mike ran away. Just—ran. You could tell his dad is struggling with how unconventional we are. And his mom was gushing over Jillian, who looks just like Mike.”

“Right. So Mike took off?”

Laura’s shoulders dropped half a foot with another sigh. “Yeah. Like he does when he gets upset.” She looked at Josie, the moon peeking out at the same time, her eyes shining in the light. “But we’re not at home. He doesn’t know these roads or paths. And there are animals outside of the campground. What if something happened to him?”

“I’m sure a bear would consider someone Mike’s size to be a peer, not dinner.”

Laura snorted, then looked guilty, as if she shouldn’t laugh right now. “He’s been gone for longer than this before, running, but this time it feels different. Something feels off.”

Josie knew that gut instinct could be more powerful than reason. If Laura was worried, then everyone should be worried, too.

She gently tugged on Laura’s arm and began walking her back to the campground road. “Let’s go to the camp office and see what they’re doing. It sounds like someone’s organizing a search. Chances are, Mike’s sitting on the shore somewhere watching the waves and he’s lost track of time.”

“He must hate me.”

That made Josie stop cold. “What?”

“He must hate me, Josie! Oh, the look in his eyes when he realized what I’d done! He could barely speak when Big Mike and Mary showed up.”

“His father is Big Mike? That makes your Mike little?” The guy was pushing seven feet tall. There was nothing little about Mike.

And then her mind flashed back to the scene she’d walked in on earlier today. 

Yes, indeed.

Nothing on Mike was little.

Laura gave a little shrug. “His dad is shorter than Mike, but not by much.”

Age compressed the spine. Josie knew that from years of working with elderly patients when she was a nurse. Focusing on medical facts was helpful in getting her mind off the fleshfest she’d seen.

“Where are his parents now?”

“With Dylan’s mom and dad, I think. Sandy helped get them a last-minute cabin.”

“I thought all the cabins were booked!”

“That woman could get a crew to build one in two hours if she needed, but it wasn’t necessary. Turns out Mike’s operations manager, Shelly, and her boyfriend, Jamie, offered to sleep in a tent by the ocean.”

“That’s really nice of them.”

Laura gave a sad smile. “I am so sorry, Josie.”

“Why are you apologizing to me?”

“For ruining the wedding. It’s your wedding, too.”

“Look.” She halted and gave Laura a glare. “You owe me zero apologies. My mother was arrested for fucking two hockey players in an airplane bathroom on her way to my wedding. If you think anything can top that, you’re nuts.”

Laura burst out laughing.

“Leave it to Marlene Mendham to top everyone in the event ruining arena. So don’t even think that inviting Mike’s parents and creating a family drama can touch my own family mess.”

“Fair enough,” Laura said, resuming their walk. By the time they reached the camp office, Josie began to really worry.

“We’re keeping this low-key,” Pete said, approaching them from the porch. “Dylan told us he’s the kind of guy who runs it out when he’s stressed?”

Laura nodded. Josie watched Pete carefully, marveling at how quickly these people moved to help.

“I told Laura that chances are good he’s just sitting on the shore somewhere, watching the water.”

Pete smiled, but it was a troubled grin. “This time of year, he’ll probably be okay, but if he was wearing daytime clothing, he might have a problem. It’s already in the low fifties. Probably reach the forties overnight. I wouldn’t want to be outside wearing a t-shirt and shorts right now.”

Josie shivered. Even with a sweatshirt and a windbreaker on, she was getting cold.

Pete finished his descent down the porch stairs and flung a fatherly arm about Laura’s shoulders. “Come inside. You’re shaking. Let’s get you some tea and we’ll pick your brain. Maybe we can figure this out a little faster if we know more about Mike.”

Josie looked at Pete like he was an alien creature, an overlord, a Buddha. His quiet strength gave her pause. She never quite knew how to act around men her father’s age, and had spent so many years wondering what her own dad would have been like had he lived.

She liked to imagine he’d have been like Pete.

As Laura, Josie and Pete walked into the camp office, the warmth was a delight. Summer in central Maine was a completely different animal than Boston summers, and the contrast between the warm office and the cool night air made her feel compassion for poor Mike. Maybe he was just sitting in a bar somewhere, composing himself. Or running, pumping his blood through warmed-up limbs that could handle endurance better than anyone she knew, aside from her own fiancé.

Alex. He was out there with the search party, combing the shore and the woods, entering seamlessly into this instant community. The sense of camaraderie was astounding.

She felt—dare she think it?

At home.

“Any luck?” said a craggy, familiar voice from behind them. Madge stood there, holding Alex’s grandfather’s hand, the two of them in warm coats and hats, carrying flashlights.

“We can help,” Ed added, casting his flashlight aloft.

Pete smiled and invited them in. Madge and Josie shared a worried look. Ed was quiet and neutral. Night time tended to confuse him, his Alzheimer’s in check but slowly eroding his memory. Maybe having a mission helped him to stay more present.

She looked at Madge and Ed’s clasped hands.

More likely, having an anchor of love was the trick.

If only love really could solve everything, she thought, suddenly maudlin again, her arms wrapping around her as Sandy offered her a cup of hot tea. She took it with a grateful smile and stood there, uncertain what her place was in this group, and yet she knew one important fact.

They were all in this together.




Chapter Fifteen

Mike Bournham

Nighttime kayaking wasn’t safe.

Which was exactly why Mike enjoyed it so much.

Jeremy and Lydia were back at the camp office, Lydia running over last minute details with Sandy for tomorrow’s shindig, while Jeremy was probably lounging on a couch playing XBox with Miles, the two of them pretending to help.

Mike, on the other hand, was outside, right where he belonged. Years of living mostly full-time at the campground had given him a deep appreciation for staying outside, even in the height of winter, when Nor’easter snowstorms whipped through the Maine coast and left snowdrifts that covered their new house’s front door. The years he spent working his ass off eighteen hours a day, shuttling from office to limo to gym to home felt like an enormous waste. He should have been outside.

Like this.

Water lapped against the side of the kayak, his wetsuit insulating him nicely from the night chill. His phone was safe in its waterproof pouch, slipped into a bodysuit pocket. Lydia insisted, claiming he was too green on the ocean to handle a riptide or a stray sneaker wave. He needed a way to communicate.

Cell phone service had sucked out here until last year, when a group of townspeople lost their fight to block a local landowner from leasing his land to a telecommunications company and installing a giant signal tower nearby. Everyone hated the destroyed view, the metal monstrosity plunked at the very apex of a nearby mountain on the shore, but Mike had to grudgingly admit that the improved cell service came in handy sometimes.

He preferred to kayak to the north of the campground, along a set of ragged cliffs that were spellbinding during the day, but at night carried a prehistoric feel to them. Between the lack of human sound, the disappearance of the cell tower from view, and the murky clouds covering the moonlight, the sense that he was witness to a secret world increased exponentially, giving him a solitude that his old life never granted.

Then again, his old life had been lacking in so many ways.

Lydia had changed all of that.

Crazy times in the beginning of their relationship had smoothed out, the mingling of their three lives a much easier transition than Mike had ever imagined possible. As he cut the chopping little waves with the kayak paddle, a sprinkling of water spraying his elbow, the cold, prickly water reminded him of the day he’d been paddling and found Lydia and Jeremy making love by the water, the shock of their illicit coupling an arousing sight, but one tinged with paradox. This wasn’t the same location, but it evoked the memory nonetheless. 

Back then, he’d used the campground to hide out from the media shitstorm that his life had become.

Now, the campground was a very different kind of sanctuary.

This wedding rattled Jeremy. Mike could feel it. Lydia teased their partner, but the undercurrent was stronger than she realized. Jeremy had a high need for detachment, so settling down at the campground had forced him to stretch emotionally. While the three of them traveled frequently and spent plenty of time away, Escape Shores had become home base.

Which meant Jeremy had to confront what it meant to be grounded and rooted in one place, with one group of people, and to develop a sense of family.

The idea that another threesome could marry shook Jeremy more. When Lydia first told them about the planned event at the campground, Mike had grinned. Jeremy yelped. Content to go about his days doing virtually nothing but lounge, drink coffee and beer, read and make love with Lydia and Mike, Jeremy had turned out to be about the same as he was in college.

Minus the annoying post-adolescent habits.

Much of their travel concerned Jeremy’s microloan programs, and when he was focused on those projects, his was a different man. Sharp and concerned, strategic and inquiring, he became a man who analyzed and provoked, who tweaked and optimized. The change was remarkable, and it gave Mike pause.

He had so much more to learn about the people he loved.

All of these thoughts floated lazily through his mind as he paddled his way into a small little mini-bay, right by the jagged, sandy cliffs that curved inward toward the land, the pale sand thickening to pebbles and shells as it met the saltwater. Driftwood dotted the shore, the rocks enormous along the water’s edge, and sometimes giant pine trees littered the beach here, swept in so easily by forces of nature that needed to be revered.

A thick, grey cloud covered the moon, leaving Mike to pitch to the left slightly, one arm going under water, chilling him as he used his core to right himself fully. One false move and a man could drown out here. Drown, crack a bone against the rocks on shore, get attacked by a land or sea creature—you name it. If he thought the rat race was a tough place for survival, Mother Nature had something to show him.

Ensconced in the dreamworld of nighttime chill and the endless ocean to his right, Mike wondered what time it was. Lydia would kill him if he stayed out too late, their time planned in fifteen-minute increments for this giant wedding tomorrow. Stealing moments like this, away from everyone, had become increasingly difficult. While Sandy and Pete loved the work and the income from the event, everyone would be relieved when the wedding was over, a topic to fuel winter discussion for the year.

He pivoted, realizing the time was later than he thought, and heard a seal groan in the distance. The sound was odd, making his ear perk to the left. He turned his face toward the shore, curious. The waves rocked him, abs and lower back fighting against the choppy water, and then he heard it again.

Except...that was no seal.

The third time it groaned, he wondered if he were an idiot, so close to shore that a bear could grab him with one swipe. Digging his paddle deep in the water, he hit rocks and skimmed backwards, turning around in a three-point turn.

The groan came from a spot that was marred by shadow, the darkness so complete in this part of Maine that the stars provided actual light when uncovered. He felt blanketed by pinpoints of light from far off places where, he hoped, people were smarter than he was.

“Hello?” he called out, feeling like an idiot. He was just far enough into the water that he could out-paddle a bear, but what if—

“Help.”

The word was clear, a groan and a plea, and Mike’s eyes went wide, the skin around them tight and dry, the night coming into sharper clarity as his eyes adjusted.

“Is someone there?”

“Uuhhhn.” 

This time it was fainter, but distinct. Who in the hell would be here? Looking up the cliff, he measured it a good thirty feet from the top to where he suspected the person was located. That was one hell of a drop. Sand and brush would cushion the person, but—

Why was Mike assuming the person had fallen? Maybe they washed up on shore. Maybe they had a broken boat. Perhaps it was a lost swimmer. Strong arms dug down to paddle closer, potential animal threat be damned. He reached for his phone, which he’d turned off for the boating, and activated his flashlight app.

A quick sweep of the area and bam—there it was.

Eyes glittered in the light, a head turned toward him. It was a man, his leg and arm twisted at a strange angle between two enormous beach logs. He looked like a child’s Ken doll, twisted like a pretzel.

“I’m coming in! I got you!” Mike shouted, adrenaline firing like liquid cannons into his arms, his heart beginning to race. In all his years of ocean kayaking he’d come upon people exactly twice. Once, it was Lydia and Jeremy making love in the woods, and now—this.

“Thank God,” he heard the voice reply. Deep and masculine, it was the voice of a large man, and as Mike scrambled out of the kayak, dipping in the water as his land legs came back to him, he flashed the light again at the guy.

Holy shit.

It was Mike Pine, one of the grooms.

His phone buzzed instantly, and he looked down. Twelve text messages, and now an actual ringing phone. Whatever the emergency was, he couldn’t be bothered with Lydia and Sandy’s last-minute wedding tasks.

He had his own very real emergency right in front of him, one that might involve a life-or-death crisis.

Running, dodging giant rocks and sea debris, he reached the long body, horrified to find him covered in sand and brush, just about two feet from where the tide had lapped. Had he been underwater? The ends of Mike Pine’s hair were wet, and he shivered uncontrollably. The temperatures had dipped into the low fifties, and sometimes the forties lately, at night. Cursing himself for only having his wetsuit and water shoes, Mike struggled to find a way to help.

“Where are you hurt?” he asked, flashing the light on the obviously twisted leg. Pine wore shorts, which were fine this time of year during the day, but another couple of hours out here without covering and warmth, and—

He wasn’t going to think about that.

“My leg. Might be broken. Tried to crawl.” Shining the flashlight on the ground around the prone body, Mike saw the evidence, the groove of a man’s dragline in the sand where the water hadn’t reached. 

“How long you been here?”

“It was daylight when I fell.”

Mike checked his phone. 9:58 p.m. Damn. That meant a few hours at least. His mind raced to process it all, and then he remembered the tiny emergency kit duct-taped to the inside of his kayak.

“Back in a second,” he said, sprinting to the boat, peeling back the sticky tape. As his fingers fought for purchase, he felt the soft push of the tiny folded rectangle, a relief. He grasped the emergency kit and ran back, grateful.

He had something that would help. Ripping open the plastic wrap, he unfolded the thin mylar emergency blanket before he reached Pine.

“You sure it’s broken?” He focused the light next to Pine’s head, trying not to blind him. As he opened his mouth to answer, Mike saw his lips peel away from each other, a sure sign of mild dehydration. He couldn’t offer clothing, but in the emergency kit he had water and a protein bar.

“Not sure. Might have broken my pelvis or sprained something. It all hurts, but don’t know what the injuries are.”

Mike cringed. Shit. He looked down at his phone and put a reassuring hand on Pine’s shoulder. “Give me a sec. I’ll call for help after I get the basics settled.” 

He began to wrap the man in the mylar blanket, the crinkling sound like warmth in the form of noise. Time was increasingly of the essence. He quickly found water and a protein bar, and as Pine took small sips of water and made a sound of gratitude, he started to dial the campground.

His phone rang before he could punch the contact.

“Hello?”

“Mike! Where have you been?” Lydia barked into the phone. “We need you!”

“I can’t help with candles or flowers or tablecloths right now Lydia. I have an—”

“It’s an emergency!” she cut in. “Mike Pine is missing.”

“Missing?” He looked at Pine. His left arm lay limp and crooked against the shells, a streak of dark blood on the exposed skin. His other arm seemed fine, hand grasping the water bottle and holding it to his lips, drinking greedily at first and then slowing down, resting with a sigh against the cold shore.

“Disappeared while he was running. Dylan and Laura think he got a few miles away.”

Speedy calculations flipped through Mike’s mind. Try nine miles, he thought. By shoreline.

That had been one hell of a run.

“Listen, Lydia, I—”

“We need you to come back and help with the search party. The guy has no food, no water, maybe a wallet, and—”

“I know.”

“You know?” She made a sound of frustration. “This isn’t the time to be all know-it-all, Mike. Hold the mansplaining for later.”

“I mean ‘I know’ because I found him.”

“You found him?” 

Gasps and murmurs filled the echo behind her as he sat on the cold sand and began gently rubbing Pine’s unbroken limbs.

“Yes. He’s here.”

“Where?”

“About nine miles up from Escape Shores, at that little bay where the big cliff is.”

Stunned silence greeted him.

“He’s where?”

“I just found him. Looks like he fell off the cliff.”

“HE FELL OFF A CLIFF?”

“Yes.”

Pandemonium poured through the cell phone, with screams and shouts of joy and horror. And then it all died down to a stunned silence.

Lydia’s voice shook. “Is he...is he alive?”

A moan of pain filled his head, and he pulled away from the phone to look back at Pine, who was silent, his chest rising and falling, his eyes tight with agony. But that sound hadn’t come from him.

It had come from the background on Lydia’s end.

“Yes. He’s alive.”

Cheers of joy and shouts of relief filled the phone, the sound so loud it might as well have been New Year’s Eve in Times Square. Mike had to pull the phone away from his ear.

“How did you find him?” Lydia asked, her voice too loud and grating, her tone dripping with relief and incredulity. His throat tightened at the emotion in her words, because he knew why she asked. If he were the one missing, she’d be shredded by fear. 

“Just kayaking. Thought he was a bear.” He kept his answers brief, fighting his own internal turmoil. 

Pine snorted and rolled his eyes. Good. The guy was going to be fine, but—

“Where exactly are you? I’ll get an ambulance there.”

Mike looked around their location. This little bay was like two-thirds of a fishbowl, the cliff a large slope. He imagined Pine had dropped and hit sand, then tumbled down, the sheer force of speed and size making him end up close to the water. As shadows revealed large logs and rocks, he wondered how the guy had managed. He must be scraped up and in an enormous amount of pain.

“An ambulance won’t cut it unless they can haul him up a thirty-foot cliff. The way the hillside is angled makes it damn impossible.”

“What about a helicopter?”

He looked out at the water. Maybe a body basket, designed for this kind of rescue?

Wind whipped sharply, as if summoned by a trickster trying to make rescuing the injured guy harder.

“We could try. You having the kind of wind we’re seeing here?”

“Yeah. It’s not that bad yet.” But her voice said otherwise.

“He thinks he broke something. Leg or pelvis,” Mike said softly, trying not to let Pine hear him.

“Oh, God,” she muttered. The phone went silent. He assumed she was relaying information.

“I can move,” said Mike Pine, his voice clear and strong. “Looks like my pelvis just felt broken.” Mike watched as Pine sat up gingerly. He walked carefully over the shore debris and crouched next to Pine, his insides going liquid, the relief like a witness, a third person who stood by with a relieved grin.

“I pulled something in my leg, though, and fuck!” Pine lost his balance as he sat up. Mike moved on instinct, broken shells scraping his knees as he lunged, catching Pine before he twisted and landed on his side. The phone went flying and an ominous breeze shook the trees along the top of the cliff.

Bad storm coming. Of all the lousy timing.

“Mike! Mike!’ The wind carried Lydia’s voice toward the concave sandy wall leading up to the top of the cliff, and the weight of Pine on top of him made Mike appreciate how hard the past few hours must have been for the guy. A few scrapes and a little pressure on him was bad enough to bear.

Hours outside, exposed to the elements and in pain must have been hell.

And then there was the wondering. Mike’s throat tightened as he empathized.

“Sorry,” Pine muttered. “I think something in my left arm is broken.” As Mike wiggled free, careful to somehow precariously balance holding the larger guy up while getting himself into a sitting position, he realized how true Pine’s words really were. The left arm elbow bowed out, the soft skin of the joint protruding, veins bulging.

“You may have dislocated your elbow,” Mike said, struggling to keep his voice even.

“Look at my hand.”

If The Exorcist had included a hand that spun around like that little girl’s head, it would have looked like Pine’s wrist.

“Holy shit, man....” 

“Mike!’ The sound of Lydia’s frantic cries made him pivot, propping Pine up just enough to move away, grab the phone, and reconnect with the crowd at the camp store.

“We’re fine. Just had a problem. Looks like he’s fractured his elbow and wrist. His arm looks like a bunch of sticks in a long bag. Not sure what else, but he can sit up, so we don’t think his pelvis is broken.”

“Okay.” She sounded winded. “Look, we need to get someone down there. Where exactly are you?”

Mike pulled up their coordinates on his GPS and read them off to her. He shivered, gooseflesh pebbling his skin, as another gust of wind made the sweat on his body chill. He wasn’t imagining the temperature dip. A cold front was pushing through, and the wind meant some kind of rain was coming. He eyed the water. A bad enough storm and they’d need to move further inland.

“You really are nine miles away!” Lydia gasped. Clearly, someone punched in the coordinates.

“Yep.”

“How did he run so far?” before he could ask, Lydia continued. “Miles is on his way. He says he knows where you are. He’s coming in a F-150 and has a tow winch.”

“What the hell is he planning to hook that up to?” One look up the cliff and he grimaced.

“I don’t know, but he’s already out the door. Can we get to you by boat?” 

“Maybe the Coast Guard could.” He had to raise his voice to be heard above the wind now. “But I wouldn’t chance having Pete or Adam try it.” Both were accomplished with a motor boat, but this was starting to look grim.

He wasn’t worried about basic survival, but Mike Pine had lost some blood, was chilled (but warming), and their only fresh water was that small bottle. 

“Can he stand? Can he walk?” she asked. Then, before he could answer, she added, “Miles says he’ll be there in fifteen minutes. The forest’s thick and he might need to switch to a four-wheeler.”

The vision of the truck bed filled with a four-wheeler made Mike smile. Leave it to Miles to think of everything. The guy could be a hermetic, sarcastic pain in the ass, but in a crisis, he was the person you wanted on your side.

“We can make it through fifteen minutes,” Mike said.

“Hey,” Pine interrupted. “Is Laura there? Dylan? Can I talk to them?”

Abashed, Mike looked at Pine with astonishment. Jesus. Why hadn’t he thought to offer up the phone sooner? 

Because he was in crisis mode. That’s why.

Holding up one finger to Pine to buy him a few seconds, he asked Lydia, “Can Mike talk to Laura? He’s asking if she’s there.”

He heard muttering and then the high, breathy voice of a very, very scared woman. “Mike? Mike? Is that you?”

Mike chuckled. “Wrong Mike. Just a second. I’ll put him on.” He held the phone out to Pine, who reached for it with his good hand. Mike sat down next to the guy, holding him up. Sitting that close to a person made privacy impossible, but there was no other option. If he moved, Pine would topple over and injure himself more.

He had to hear every word, every sob, every choked apology, every expression of love and fear and hope and distress.

And damn if it didn’t almost have him in tears.

“I know. I’m sorry. I just—no! No! It’s a stupid story,” Pine said, his voice shaking with emotion. “I was running at a full sprint and saw a clearing in the woods and thought it was a field. Turned out it was a cliff to the ocean,” he explained with a self-deprecating chuckle.

Mike heard the gasp of horror on the other end of the line.

“How far?” Pine looked up the hill.

“About thirty feet,” Mike answered for him. Their eyes met. Pine blinked hard, more of the whites of his pale eyes showing, then fading as he calibrated himself. He gave a curt nod, then lowered his voice to continue talking.

Mike felt the guy shivering, and realized it might not be from cold. A few hours alone, with broken bones and scrapes, in the dark and cold was bad enough. As the emotional impact of the last few hours kicked in, while on the phone with his almost-wife, Pine was probably having a delayed shock reaction.

And that meant medical attention was all-the-more important.

He didn’t want to take the phone away from the guy, so he stood slowly and whispered, “Put it on speakerphone.” Pine did, and Mike set the phone on his leg, then stood slowly as Pine braced himself on his good arm. As Laura jabbered into the phone and he watched Pine wince with pain, but relax with relief from talking to his woman, Mike canvassed the area, taking in his surroundings with an eye toward the easiest way to get Pine either up the steep cliff, or onto a boat that could take him to a better landing position to get into a vehicle that would deliver him to a hospital.

After two minutes of surveying, he came to a single, elegant conclusion:

They were fucked.

Pine couldn’t have picked a worse place to run off a cliff. On balance that wasn’t quite true—he’d picked the best place to land, because the sand cushioned his fall. Forty feet in either direction and he’d have hit jagged rocks. But in terms of an exit strategy, this little bay was so sheltered, it would be damn near impossible to get Pine out if he couldn’t walk.

Walking remained to be seen.

The low, ominous sound of thunder rumbled through his bones before the sound caught up to his ears. He ran a shaking hand through his unruly hair and stopped, hand frozen in place. He hadn’t worn his hair this long since...never? Raised in the Midwest, he’d been clean-shaven and short-haired his entire late adolescence and early manhood. Only since being forced out of his own corporation by the board of directors after his and Lydia’s sex scandal, and settling here at the campground, did he allow himself to grow out his hair and a beard. 

Two months of beard had been enough for Lydia, who nixed the idea. But the longer hair had grown on him—pun intended—and as he fiddled and fidgeted, his mind speeding through contingencies and protections for helping keep Pine out of danger, he heard the unmistakable sound of a truck engine in the distance.

Good old Miles.

“Someone’s here,” he heard Pine say to Laura. “I’ll hang up. We’ll let you know what happens.” His voice went soft, and he added, “I love you, too.” Then Pine ended the call and handed Mike his phone back, giving him a look of white-knuckled pain, his eyes filled with a raw look. The guy’s broken bones must be screaming, and the road rash from that long tumble was probably pounding blood through him like a jackhammer.

A gust of wind tickled Mike’s skin, making him shiver as if a ghost had tickled his spine. He ministered to Pine and found him shivering uncontrollably, teeth chattering, the big guy clutching the bottle of water in one hand and pitched to the side in a funny contortion.

“Cold, or nerves?” he asked, shifting his speech patterns. Simple was better with shock victims, and basic Eagle Scout training from years ago came in handy right about now as he assessed the man.

“B-b-both.” The truck engine didn’t sound like it was moving closer. Was it caught in the thick Maine forest? A burst of adrenaline made his limbs tingle with frustration and the kind of primal fear that you can’t stop. It has to run its course. 

Half an hour ago, he was placidly paddling his way through a long, exhausting night tour of the shore, his mind wandering into that territory where thoughts become helium balloons that rise on their own, leaving the mind blank eventually, allowing for true thought to take place.

And now he was sitting next to a mylar-blanket-covered man with broken bones and a dilemma Mike couldn’t fix with a phone call or his own strong body.

His breath began to quicken with fury at his powerlessness. The boat tilted on shore, cock-eyed and sure, the tip staring at him as if to say, That’s it? That’s all you can do?

“Mike!” A man shouted from the top of the hill, his voice carried on the wind.

“Here!” he and Pine shouted simultaneously. Both began to laugh. The sound was great to hear out of Pine, who finished his chuckle and began taking long, deep, slow breaths, the rhythm clearly one borne of practice. His eyelids closed and he breathed in through his nose, out through the mouth.

“Mikey? You there?” 

Pine muttered, “Oh, God,” under his breath. His hand began to shake. “Pa?” he shouted.

“Got the old truck here. We’ll get you outta this,” called out a thin, but deep, old man’s voice.

“Your dad?”

“Yeah.” The tone of voice Pine used made Mike shut up. He wouldn’t pry.

Most people didn’t sound that conflicted to have their dad appear in an emergency. Must be a backstory.

“Holy shit!” Miles called down. “You work as a stunt man in your spare time?” Mike looked up just as a third vehicle arrived, this one pulling close enough to the edge and with a focused search light. Suddenly, the shore exploded with light. Blinking hard, he saw the shadow of three sets of headlights in his eyes for the next minute.

The light gave him a look at what they were dealing with now. He let out a low whistle of horror.

Pine must have had a guardian angel with him when he ran off that cliff.

About ten feet to the left of them, the cliff was covered with jagged rocks, and to the right nothing but thick brush. Pine had accidentally picked the cleanest strip of shoreline going down from cliff to water.

Lucky guy.

The sound of crinkling filled the air, and Mike turned to find Pine struggling to stand, his blanket arguing with the night, as if flinging angry words to the wind. He rushed to support the man, and when he slid one arm around his waist and supported his good elbow, he was struck by how damn big the guy was. Mike’s best friend, Jeremy, was a tall guy, but wiry. 

Mike Pine was a fucking redwood tree, thick and tall. He idly wondered how the guy managed to be a long-distance, endurance runner with a body made of so much muscle, but the thought shot off like a fired cannon as Pine started to crumple, taking Mike with him.

With the quick thinking that comes from that tiny slice between vigilance and panic, Mike twisted himself, maneuvering until he got Pine upright fully. As they took one step, then two, he felt like a teenager again, playing in a three-legged race.

“I’m good,” Pine said, his voice low with pain. “I can walk.” He peeled Mike’s support away until he was standing on his own, elbow at an awkward angle against his body, forearm crooked and sticking out, hand dangling like a useless, decaying leaf on the end of a branch of a tree in winter.

Step by step, deep breath by deep breath, Pine made his way across the cracked shells that littered the shore. He paused in front of an enormous driftwood log and sat down, folding slowly.

Up above the distinct sound of two people clapping could be heard.

“You can walk?” Miles shouted. “Can you make it up the path?”

“We’re comin’, Mikey!”

Pine’s breath hitched as he inhaled.

Path? Mike thought to himself. There’s a fucking path? 

A bright LED light illuminated the bottom of the thick brush, and Mike jogged over to it. A tiny path, no wider than two feet tucked together, snaked through the thick brush. Tracking it, he saw the climb would be steep.

They might need a boat after all.

That thunder he’d heard in the distance grew louder, and then the wind just...changed. He’d become accustomed to the weather patterns here on the coast of central Maine, so different from those in Indiana growing up, or even in Boston and the Cape. He could smell the rain coming, and he didn’t have to look at the ocean to see that the waves had picked up.

He could hear it.

Short, punchy breaths started to fire out of Mike Pine, the sound like a man with a sucking chest wound.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” Gasp. “Just adjusting.” Gasp.

That thin line between vigilance and panic just got thinner.

“Miles! You got some way we can help him up?” Mike could see Miles standing there, talking to a guy as tall as him, which meant Jeremy. A fourth vehicle’s engine sounded in the distance. Damn—they must have called in half the town. Mike’s heart swelled with relief.

The more responders, the better.

“Hang on. Coming.” Jeremy’s form broke away from Miles and disappeared from the thin clearing between the woods. Mike could barely hear the sound of him making his way through the thick woods, but then the unmistakeable sight of a man wending his way down the path made Mike understand that there was a plan. Backup. Blessed backup. 

He wasn’t the only one here to help Pine any more.

It took a few minutes, during which Pine worked to control his breathing and Mike jogged over to the base of the path to greet Jeremy, but he got there, face flushed and eyes intense.

“He okay?”

Mike shook his head and dipped his voice. “His breathing’s gone weird, and his arm’s broken in at least two places. I’m not so sure about his legs and pelvis, either.”

“Here.” Jeremy thrust a thick windbreaker at him, one of two in his arms. He walked away from Mike and reached Pine, Mike on his heels, blinded for a moment as he threw the jacket over his head.

“This,” Jeremy declared as he took a much-thicker down coat and tucked it around Mike Pine’s shoulders, “is exactly why I don’t run. Running’s dangerous. If I’m running, it’s because there’s a new batch of beer being delivered from the local brewhouse.”

Pine managed a weak laugh. “Thanks for the coat.”

Jeremy unfolded a second item in his arms, a thick, lined wool blanket that he wrapped around Pine’s legs and lap. Now the guy was insulated from the cold, at least, though he continued to shiver. Jeremy took out his walkie-talkie and said something to Miles that Mike couldn’t understand.

“Who’s up there?” he asked as Jeremy finished talking to Miles.

“Miles. Mike Pine’s dad. Dylan. Alex. Joe Stillman.”

If anyone could figure this out, that crew could.

“Pete? Adam? Dan?” He ran though all the remaining strong guys he could think of.

“Someone has to hold down the fort, so Pete’s there with Sandy, Lydia, and Laura. Dan’s still out of town, coming in early from Portland with Krysta and Caleb. Last-minute supply run before the big wedding.”

Oh, great. No Krysta. Without her best friend, Lydia would be one massive wreck.

“Why Alex? He’s a guest.”

“He’s also a doctor.”

“Gotcha.”

The complexity of the situation made Mike angry. This should be easy. Just rescue the damn guy, right? But once again, Mother Nature reigned. She decided the terrain, the weather, the wind patterns and the placement of obstacles. No one could influence her when the pieces were all in place. All you could do was find a solution or ride her out.

“Jeremy!” he called out, the wind kicking up bad, making it hard to hear. The edge of his windbreaker hood caught in his mouth and he pulled it out. “How the hell are we going to do this?”

Jeremy frowned, listened to something on his walkie-talkie, and shrugged helplessly. 

And then the rain began.

“Fuck!” Mike screamed.

Pine rose slowly, like a monk in a silent order, and this time, Mike had help. Between him and Jeremy, they guided him with aching slowness, the rain pelting them like BBs from a kid’s gun, as they reached the base of the path up.

“Think you can walk it?” Jeremy shouted, The rain was hitting them at a forty-five degree angle, punishing in its suddenness.

“I’ll try,” Pine grunted, the words punctuated by those weird breath gasps. Mike frowned, wondering now whether the guy had broken some ribs in the fall.

They made their way about ten feet up the hill before Pine sagged against Jeremy, exhausted.

“Need—to—rest,” he gasped. Mike looked up. The path curved as the slope increased. If it were just a straight line up, they’d be a third done. By his eyeballing, they were about a fifth done, and it was the easy fifth.

Jeremy’s walkie-talkie crackled, and this time, Mike heard the words. “Need a basket?”

A basket?

“We can’t drag him up. No way. The path’s too curvy, and he’d break something else.”

“What about driving him up on a four-wheeler?” Miles asked.

Mike and Jeremy shared a look. 

“Dylan,” Pine gasped. “Dylan was a firefighter and a paramedic. He might know. Is he up there?”

“Who do you think is suggesting all these ideas?” a new voice barked back from the walkie-talkie. “Jesus, Mike, I knew you were gun shy about us all getting married, but this one takes the cake,” Dylan cracked.

Pine started laughing, which turned into a racking cough that scared the shit out of Mike.

“We have to get him up there.” The rain stayed steady, any part of him not covered by his wetsuit now soaked, through the windbreaker and all. He wondered about Pine, who would have the added weight of the water soaking into his outer clothing very soon. Whatever benefit he got from the heat of the clothing would be outweighed by the elements very, very soon.

“Can the four-wheeler do the job? The trail’s so narrow,” Mike said into the walkie-talkie. “And it’s going to be nothing but wet sand soon.” 

“We don’t need a crash and slide with yet another person getting hurt,” Jeremy said to Mike. They shared a look that made Mike’s mouth go dry.

No, indeed.

That was the last thing they needed.

Jeremy’s words reminded him that Dylan was up there, his longtime partner in physical jeopardy, and he and Jeremy were standing here wasting time.

“Let’s go,” he ordered, taking command. All of his worry faded, the ex CEO in him taking over. “You have to get up that hill on your own two feet, Mike,” he said to Pine, taking the guy’s bad side and holding on by the hip. “One step at a time. We’ve got your back.”

Jeremy shot him a very uncertain look that Mike ignored.

“I’m trying.”

“Try later. Do now.” Step. Step.

“Oh, I see the part of Yoda will be played by Mike Bournham,” Jeremy quipped.

Step. Step.

“If I’m Yoda, you’re Jar Jar Binks,” Mike muttered. Pine made a barky, wheezy laugh. Mike guided him two more steps.

“You take that back!” Jeremy shouted, pretending to be genuinely upset. “I’ve never been so insulted in my life.”

Step. Step. Step.

“Of course you have,” Mike scoffed.

They were about a third of the way up now. The angle of the path changed, and Jeremy slipped suddenly, taking Pine down a foot or so, though the big guy recovered.

“Careful,” Jeremy cautioned.

“You talking to yourself, or us?”

“I’m pretty fucking close to talking to God at this point,” Jeremy snapped.

But they kept going up, step by step, Mike’s hamstrings starting to scream. He wore water shoes, unsuited for this kind of terrain. The arch of one foot sent a lightning bolt of pain through him as he stepped on a thin, bony tree root.

Then again, he wasn’t making this walk with broken bones, scraped skin, a possible broken rib or two, and in a state of near shock, so who the hell was he to complain, even in his own mind?

“I think we need another guy to help down here!” he called up.

“Rope and guy coming!” Dylan hollered. In the distance, over the pelting sound of rain, he heard metal against metal, and men shouting.

Within seconds, Mike lost his footing and felt his left leg just go, right down the sand, his adductor muscles tearing. Instinct told him to cling to Pine’s side, but a smarter part of his brain willed him to let go, because if he didn’t, he’d take the injured guy down with him.

And then he got a taste of what it felt like to roll down a cliffside himself.




Chapter Sixteen

Mike Pine

“MIKE!” Jeremy’s scream pierced him, the pain and fear tugging through his blood like a trillion tether lines being tightened at once. He braced his legs, the angle of the path making it damn hard to even stay still, rain shoved by harsh winds right into his eyes. If he turned to look down at Mike Bournham, he would fall right along with him. Social nicety said you look to try to help, but survival told him to crawl inward, because Mike Bournham had just been injured trying to help him. If he went back down that hill, too, this rescue would be nothing more than a clusterfuck.

And could turn deadly.

Not how he imagined the night before his wedding. Ever.

The panic from earlier in the day at the sight of his parents had faded out of him long ago, seeping into the sand down there, washed away by tides long gone, the worry and horror all mingled in the ocean water, diluted down to nothing more than nature’s tears.

“FUCK!” Jeremy screamed, holding on, legs working and shifting as the rain turned the ground beneath their feet into a game of Twister.

A thick rope struck Mike on the shoulder, scraping the windbreaker, the rope’s weight so great it dragged the hoodie down, exposing his bare biceps. Stumbling, he perched between two worlds, nearly falling straight backwards.

Jeremy grabbed him. The kinetic shift in the man as he braced his legs to absorb Mike’s fragility felt like a kind of grace you only see in a dance performance.

“We’re close,” he managed to say to Jeremy. “Get me to the top and then go get him.”

“We’re not that close!” Jeremy barked.

Mike looked up. Pa, Miles, and Dylan all peered down, then Dylan began screaming at someone tall next to him. Alex? The tall man’s hands were on Dylan’s shoulders and he bent down just enough to get in his face, Dylan coming back at him like an angry pit bull. Whatever conversation they were having looked like it was seconds from turning into a boxing match.

The unmistakable sound of the words “FUCK YOU!” filled Mike’s ears.

Dylan.

“Fuck me, but you’re not going down alone!” Alex shouted back as he moved within one of the headlight beams, giving Mike a look at his very angry, distorted face.

What were the fighting about?

Close enough to watch it all happen, but still too far from safety, Mike paused. So did Jeremy. Suspended about ten feet from the very top, the rope at their feet, they just halted. Froze.

Suspended themselves in time.

“Grab the rope!” Dylan shouted. Jeremy startled, his legs not moving. Mike could feel him start to tremble from the sheer force of preventing so much weight from falling.

Or maybe the shivers were from emotion? Fear? Cold?

The rope was a cold, stringy snake around his waist, pressing against the small of his back.

And then Mike watched in horror as someone—Dylan? Alex? Miles?—began a slow, inch-by-inch descent down those last ten feet.

Tired. So tired. Mike’s eye drooped and a sudden wave of warmth made him feel so happy. Pleasant. Content and peaceful, a blanket of love that contradicted everything Mother Nature had thrown at him. If he just closed his eyes, he could keep this feeling. If he just let go, everyone could stay safe, and he could linger in this sweet state of warmth.

“Hey!” Jeremy shook him. “Cut it out.” 

“I got him,” said a voice that made Mike start to choke with tears of pure, unadulterated relief. Dylan’s scent filled his nose, warm, wet arms bulging with effort as they wrapped around his good side, and he felt himself more grounded, centered and rooted to the earth. “You go get your guy.”

“You sure?”Jeremy said, eyes wild, looking down the path. “I can’t even fucking see him!”

“I got my Mike. You go get yours. Alex is pulling us up by the rope.”

Mike looked up to see a tall figure braced at the very edge of the clifftop, rope in arms, with another rope around his waist, held in place by what looked like a crowd of men.

“Your local fire chief’s up there with an ambulance, ready to go. We have another truck for Alex and one of the injured guys. I’ll send Miles down in a minute,” Dylan answered, his voice tight with control but crystal clear. This was a mission, and by God, they were going to complete it. 

“Right. Thanks. Good luck.”

“Don’t need luck. Just need strength,” Dylan barked, his arms round Mike and pushing him at the hips, Mike’s legs stretching to calibrate and manage the shifting, wet sand, the thick brush, and the heightened angle. 

Dylan began pushing Mike, bracing himself to become the only obstacle between Mike’s rolling back down this hill. Dylan had turned himself into both counterweight and propulsion, his own body’s needs held back. Mike remembered Dylan’s stories of carrying two-hundred-pound fire victims out of homes, crossing burning staircases and crawling down hallways with victims on his back or in his arms. The tales were never told from a place of bragging, but rather one of wonder.

“I’m not really there,” he would explain, his eyes glazing over, as if staring at something in a different dimension. “I become pure energy. I focus on getting out and that’s all that exists in the world.”

Mike always interpreted that to mean that Dylan somehow left himself and let this vital force in, but as he became the object of that singular attention, he realized he’d had it wrong all these years.

Dylan became more himself in this moment.

He was Dylan, and nothing more, his power pushing Mike toward life.

Pain ripped through Mike’s left side like a hot branding iron and he screamed, then a hard shove from behind had him face down on grass, blades and sand filling his mouth, dirt grinding between his teeth as he choked and spat.

“Sorry,” said a deep, sincere voice. “Didn’t realize that was your bad arm.”

He could barely move, but turned his head up to see the worried eyes of Lydia’s brother Miles.

“You’re safe,” he said. 

“Go help Jeremy,” Dylan barked to Miles.

Dylan’s face crossed in front of Miles, hair soaked and whipped against his cheekbones, face lined with a look that haunted Mike, had haunted him for more than a decade.

It was the look on Dylan’s face the day Jill’s cancer diagnosis had come in.

“I’m fine,” Mike whispered, and then, suddenly, he wasn’t.

Because everything faded to white.




Chapter Seventeen

Lydia

Lydia jolted, her body running cold, as if someone drained her of half her blood in one single second.

Something was wrong.

“Get Miles on the phone,” she snapped at Sandy, picking up her own phone to call Mike. As it rang and rang, she cursed him, cursed Jeremy for insisting on going with Miles, cursed Mother Nature for brewing up a storm and wanted to curse the whole fucking world.

“Miles isn’t answering.”

“Damn it!’ she shrieked, nearly throwing her phone into the wood stove that blazed now, the fire made by her dad, who stood talking to the local fire and rescue chief. How many men did it take to save one guy? 

Everyone who stayed at camp was just waiting.

But that feeling, like a cold lick by a demon tongue along her spine, made waiting impossible.

She threw on a yellow rain slicker and shoved her feet into her mother’s boots.

“Where are you going?” Sandy asked in an alarm-filled voice.

“To find Mike and Jeremy.”

“We know where they are, honey,” Pete said, breaking off conversation with Joe and coming over, giving her mom a look that made Lydia angry. “We just have to wait.”

“Something bad just happened,” Lydia insisted.

“We know,” Sandy soothed. “And we’re all working hard to—”

“No, Mom, I mean something bad just happened.”

Sandy’s phone rang in that exact moment. Lydia lunged for it, snatched it from her, and saw it was a call from Miles.

“What the fuck is going on, Miles? Why aren’t you answering—”

“Mike fell,” he said.

“No shit, Mike fell! We know that! This entire operation is about Mike falling.”

“Not that Mike, Lydia,” Miles snapped back. “Your Mike.”

“My—my what?”

“Your Mike was helping the other Mike up the path on the cliff and he lost his footing. Rolled all the way down. Jeremy’s working on getting to him but Jeremy just fell on his ass and is scooting down the hill slowly. We have to get Mike Pine to the ambulance, and Dylan’s here administering first aid, but this is a fucking mess. I’m about to help Jeremy. Tell Dad we need him. Now.”

“Dad—” she started.

“On my way,” Pete said, out the door before the final word was said.

“No,” Lydia gasped as Sandy put her arm around her. 

Laura and her friend Josie appeared from the other room, faces tight with worry.

“What happened?” Laura asked. “Did something go wrong? Is Mike okay?”

“Which Mike?” Lydia whispered, her throat swelling with tears.

“Mom? Lydia?” Miles’ disembodied voice floated through the phone. Sandy grabbed it and spoke quietly, rubbing Lydia’s back.

She knew from the looks on Laura and Josie’s faces that she should explain, but she couldn’t. Her mind was locked shut, her heart pounding like a hard tide against shore, her mouth trying to form the words to say it. Say what had happened.

To speak the unknown.

“Mike fell,” Sandy said, finishing her conversation with Miles and turning to Laura and Josie.

“AGAIN?” Laura cried out.

“No, no, dear. Your Mike is on the grass at the top. Dylan helped get him up. Miles has him in the truck cab warming up, and Dylan’s giving him first aid. They’ll bring him to the hospital shortly.” Her face fell. “But Lydia’s Mike stumbled while trying to help your Mike up the hill, and...” 

Hearing it from her mother’s mouth made it real. Lydia collapsed into a small chair.

“Oh, thank God,” Laura said, her body lowering with a short, sharp sigh, her sniffles matching Lydia’s, but in a completely different way. “But I am so, so sorry your Mike fell! I’m sure the guys will...” Her voice faded, and she added a simple, “I’m sorry.”

“Josie!” Laura said, just as Mike’s mother, Mary, walked into the camp office in tears. “Go with Pete.”

“Me?” Josie squeaked. “Why?”

“You’re a nurse. they need all the help they can get.”

Lydia knew the subtext of her words: what if more people get injured?

With a curt nod, Josie sprinted out the door to join Lydia’s dad, Laura turning to Mike Pine’s mother with murmurs and tears. 

“They’ll be just fine,” Sandy said.

Lydia knew better. Between the nasty squall, the steep pitch of the cliff, the fact that Mike was already exhausted from helping with the rescue, and the tone in Miles’ voice, she knew better.

She knew this had to be bad.

The question was: how bad?




Chapter Eighteen

Jeremy

Never had to deal with this kind of shit when I backpacked through Thailand, he thought to himself as his wet ass slid down the steep cliff, heels dug in, moving him forward inches at a time. The rain felt like a large, wide firehose was pointed right at his neck. The way he had to scoot down the hill meant he was getting the biggest wedgie ever.

Distracting himself with stupid jokes in his own head was the only way to keep the deep fear at bay.

If he’d been thinking clearly, he would have gone to the top of the hill, grabbed some supplies, and then gone to find Mike, but clarity wasn’t in abundant supply right now. Instead, he slid to a point where he could stand without falling and walked into the sheets of rain that pelted the shore.

No Mike.

Squinting, he felt his muddy ass to find his phone. No phone. Must have fallen out somewhere. Great. He had nothing more than his shoes and clothing, and who the hell knew what condition Mike might be in when he found him.

A searchlight from above began covering the space where Jeremy suspected Mike had landed, Miles clearly thinking in tandem with Jeremy. The guy was a total asshole sometimes, but smart as hell.

A truck engine revved above, and then Jeremy watched as the F-150 disappeared, headlights on, pulling away. A pulse of panic shot through him. They were leaving?

No, he told himself. One of them was, probably to rush Mike Pine off to the hospital. They wouldn’t leave him here alone like this.

Right?

“Jeremy?” That was Dylan’s voice. “I’m here. Got the light. I can see you. Tell me where to point.” That answered his question: Miles had taken Pine, and left his partner. The partner who was a trained paramedic. Made perfect sense. He wondered if Alex was still up there, ready to give aid.

He wouldn’t let himself think about what condition Mike might be in when he found him. No shouting, no cries for help, no sound at all but the churning of the ocean waters and the sound of wind and rain against leaves, brush, shells and rock. 

No sound wasn’t good. He knew that much.

“Mike!” he called out, trying two, three, four times until his voice got louder, his throat shredding with the effort. The pain made him pull back, his throat suddenly dry, a hacking cough his reward for his efforts. Pain was visceral. It required attention. It took him away from his imagined grief at what he was about to find.

And still no sound.

He began walking in a grid, imagining the curved shoreline as a half-circle, his eyes peeled for what should be easy to spot: a full-grown man’s body. The rain mixed with ocean water, the salt stinging his eyes, making everything blur.

And then he found himself facedown, hands stinging from tiny shards of shells in his palms, his cheek screaming with scrapes and saltwater, his feet in the air.

He had tripped over something big.

Not something.

Someone.

“Mike!” he said, but no answer came. Wiping away the rain from his half-blind eyes, he had to go by feel, finding Mike’s head and running his fingers carefully over the scalp, until he closed his eyes and willed himself to go slow.

The wet hair changed as he reached behind Mike’s ear, finding thick, gelatinous blood. No amount of light would make it more clear: Mike had a nasty head wound, and Jeremy’s stomach sank with the brutal understanding that the rescuer had just become a rescuee.

He held his fingers over Mike’s lips, relieved to feel steady heat coming out with breaths, and used one hand to rest his palm on the space over his heart. 

Bah-DUM. Bah-DUM.

A tremor came out of Jeremy in the form of a sigh. His arms tingled with fear, his pulse racing, but by God, Mike was alive.

Thank God Mike was alive.

A shrill sound caught his ear, a tinny ring he couldn’t quite place. Mike’s arm twitched, then stopped, his leg kicking. Jeremy placed his hands on the limbs, wondering what the hell the brief movement meant.

And then that weird, high-pitched noise again.

Through the chaos of his external and internal worlds, both a storm of unparalleled craziness. He dimly realized he was hearing his phone’s ringtone.

The phone was somewhere within range, and he was being called.

Standing, he leaned into the harsh wind, willing himself to walk toward the sound. It stopped abruptly. Torn between needing to get back to Mike and worrying he’d lose the path, and needing the phone to explain what had happened, he froze. Paralysis set in.

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Emotion drained out of him. He became a void. 

Riiiiiiiiiiing.

Lydia had jokingly turned his ringtone to the old-fashioned rotary phone sound recently, and he so seldom used his phone as an actual phone for talking that he’d never bothered to change it back. Now he was grateful. The sound was distinct. Turning sharply to the left, he made his way partially up the slope, following a dim glow in the night.

If the phone faced up, he had a chance of finding it.

Riiiiiiiiiiing.

The searchlight above blasted him in the eyes, blinding him for a few seconds, and then he realized they were helping him, trying to highlight where the damn device might be. The wind and rain whipped against the trees, making shouting impossible at this point. The phone would have to do for talking to Dylan.

Jeremy just needed to stay calm enough to talk. Mike was still breathing. His heart was beating. Just get to the fucking phone and do whatever came next.

And then—on the last ring, he saw it. Lunging, he slipped, the crunch of bone against bone in his knee making him scream.

It pulsed with the kind of pain that radiates outward, like an atom bomb, but the ripples subsided fast. He would limp, but he could walk.

And now, he could talk.

Half-mad with fear and tension, he wiped the phone’s face and found the last number that called, tapping fast, hoping he could get the call through.

“Jeremy,” said a worried voice. “You found it.”

Jeremy’s body went liquid, his back sliding into the wet mud and sand, his face tipped up to the dark, skyless night, his eyelids pelted by more rain.

“Yeah. Got it,” he finally said. “And I found Mike. He has a bad head wound, but he’s breathing.”

“Fuck,” Dylan said. A new set of car headlights appeared, and Jeremy craned his neck back, seeing two more men appear, one in a jacket with a long reflector stripe on it, like a construction worker.

Or a cop.

Or a firefighter/paramedic.

The professionals were here.

“...Jeremy? You there?” Jeremy shook his head, water spraying out from him like a dog shaking its coat. Dylan must have been speaking the entire time.

“What?”

“I asked whether his pupils are dilated.”

“I don’t know. Now that I have a phone, I can use the flashlight app and look.” Jeremy sat up, forcing himself into a standing position, his knee screaming but functional. He turned on the flashlight app and moved his arm in a wide arch, finding Mike’s body on the second arc.

By the time he got there, Mike was groaning, and Jeremy damn near slipped and fell on him again.

“What?” Mike said stupidly, jerking his head from side to side, then screaming from pain.

“Hold on,” Jeremy commanded, stripping off his useless windbreaker and holding it over Mike’s face like a pathetic umbrella.

“Jeremy? What are you dooooo—” Mike’s words broke into a moan of deep pain, his hand scraping against shells and brush to reach behind his ear. 

“You really bashed your head when you rolled down, Mike. Just sit still. Help’s coming.” Jeremy used his flashlight app to shine it in Mike’s face.

“What are you doing?”

Pupils contracted.

“Following orders,” Jeremy said with a sigh. 

“What about Pine? He okay?” Mike said, his words coming through pain.

“We got him up there. He’s on the way to the hospital.”

“Good.”

“Thanks to you.” Unfamiliar tears threatened to incapacitate Jeremy, so he made a joke. “You just had to turn into your drama queen self and make an even bigger mess than Pine did, huh? Can’t let anyone else be the center of attention, can you, Mike?”

“That’s me. Attention Whore,” Mike groaned. “First a viral sex tape, now a bashed head on a Maine beach in the middle of nowhere.”

Jeremy laughed out of relief, not because it was fun. If Mike could joke, maybe he could walk.

“I ripped something in my hamstring,” Mike said as he struggled to sit up. He plastered both palms to either side of his head, covering his ears. “And I can barely hear.”

“That’s because of the storm.”

“No. It’s not. Storms don’t ring.” 

They’d have to worry about that later. Right now, Jeremy eyed the sky in the distance. It lit up with a grotesque beauty that made every wet hair on his body stand on end. Lightning.

Tiny rivers had begun to form, trickles rolling past them like water in the city rocketing toward a storm drain. Jeremy didn’t like the idea of being at the receiving end, like a sewer. The ability to get up that cliff was narrowing, their window passing soon. They couldn’t leave by helicopter, not by boat, and if Mother Nature kept this shit up, they weren’t getting up that cliff, either.

He didn’t relish the idea of spending the rest of the storm hunkered down with his partner possessing a bleeding head wound.

“Can you stand?” he asked Mike, his arms aching from the strain of holding the soaking wet coat over them. Mike didn’t answer, his hands still plastered over his ears, biceps bulging, forearms shaking slightly with the kind of strain that comes from pressing very hard against something. Mike’s pain must be horrific.

Jeremy’s panic fought its way to the surface. He sucker-punched it to sleep.

“Look, we have two options here. We can walk up that hill again—without slipping, and without trying to help Pine—or we can wait out the storm.”

Lightning crackled in the distance, one of the streaks making a grim smirk.

“And I don’t like option number two.”

“What about a basket? Can they put me in one and winch me up the hill with a rope on the truck?”

“Are you serious?”

Mike nodded.

Oh, fuck. This was worse than Jeremy realized.

“Mike,” he said softly. “Is it that bad?”

Mike turned, and for the first time Jeremy saw the side of his face where the wound was. It was black, awash in blood that poured out, bubbling from a thin line where Mike had clearly been gashed against his right ear, the cut far worse than Jeremy realized, stretching from behind his ear to the eye socket.

“Holy shit. Can you see out of that eye?”

“I think so, but everything’s blurred.”

“Okay. Okay, okay, okay,” Jeremy muttered to himself, thinking the word over and over as he pieced together their next move.

“Coming down!” shouted a voice, and through the dark, wet night, Jeremy watched as Dylan scaled down the cliff, but facing it. The man was nuts. As he dodged bushes and tree roots, he looked like he was slipping, and yet there was a stable grace to his movements.

By the time he reached the bottom of the cliff, Jeremy understood why. Dylan was wearing a harness attached to a rope.

Duh.

Oh, man—what an obvious way to get someone up the cliff.

Dylan unclipped himself from the rope and jogged over, soaked to the bone like Jeremy and Mike. He dipped his head under the makeshift umbrella-coat and pulled out a tiny penlight flashlight, the kind medical professionals use.

“I thought Miles was coming?”

Dylan shrugged. “We’d better warn Darla’s Uncle Mike and Mike’s dad not to come anywhere near this damn shore,” Dylan said in an overly cheerful voice, clearly evaluating Mike as he made small talk. “All you Mikes are having a string of bad luck tonight.”

Mike grunted.

Without even bothering to pull him aside, Dylan turned to Jeremy and said, “Can he hold on to me as we climb? A second harness won’t work with this set-up. I can harness him to it, but I—”

“Whatever you think is best,” Jeremy said hastily, glad to have someone else in charge, someone with risk assessment and rescue experience. He put a hand on Mike’s shoulder. Mike grabbed it and squeezed, hard. All Jeremy could do was be here. Just...be here.

“Then we need to get over to the rope. Mike’s got to be able to hold on to it. We’ll use it to brace ourselves, and they can pull us and the rope up. Consider it security. You’ll walk in front of me and we’ll go slow, step by step. I’ll catch you if you slip.”

Mike said nothing. Jeremy nodded for him.

“As long as you can hold a rope and walk in front of me, we can do this.”

Mike sat up and flattened his soles against the ground. Jeremy saw blood trickling over his calves.

“You’re cut somewhere other than your head.”

“Yeah. My ass.”

“I’m being serious, Mike.”

“So’m I. My ass got cut.” As he bent and used his legs to push up, Mike’s statement became abundantly clear. The wet suit had a long, diagonal slash through it, from just above Mike’s left knee across both buttocks to his right hip.

Dylan let out a low whistle. “Ouch.”

“Tree branch, I guess,” Mike said, his body swaying. Jeremy threw the wet coat over his shoulder and urged Mike to lean on him. The sudden torrent of rain made his eyes sting. He could only imagine what the salt water felt like on wounds.

“Ready?” Dylan asked, flanking Mike.

“Like there’s an alternative?”

There was, but Jeremy didn’t want to talk about that.

No reply, but Mike took a first step, then a second. Jeremy wasn’t sure how to interpret the level of danger Mike was in. He wasn’t quite leaning on Jeremy, but the prospect that Mike could pass out at any given second loomed large in Jeremy’s mind. He seemed like a ghost, like an ancient man, moving slowly, with a stoop and a tension in his curled-in demeanor that made Jeremy’s mind jump to his worst fears.

Dylan reached the base of the cliff and hooked the rope to his harness, then guided Mike into position ahead of him.

“What should I do?” Jeremy asked.

“Stay here and enjoy margaritas on the beach?” Dylan joked.

Jeremy laughed, appreciating the stupid joke. 

“Just wait here. No heroics. I’ll come back for you as soon as Mike’s done. The ground’s too wet and mudslides make it damn impossible to get up.”

“Have you done this kind of thing before?”

Dylan nodded. “Flood rescues. It’s been a while, but the training kicks in. You remember everything. It’s stored in the muscles, waiting to come out.”

“Thank you.” He grabbed Dylan’s shoulder, overcome by emotion suddenly.

Dylan clasped his hand. “Hey, man—your guy did it for mine. I’m just paying him back.”

“How’s your Mike?”

Dylan shrugged. “Less talk. More rescue. We’ll talk over a beer in a place where the only water stinging me is the lager hitting the back of my throat.”

And with that, Dylan and Mike began the very slow ascent up the cliff trail, Jeremy standing in the rain, watching helplessly as he put the life of his partner in the hands of the only other man he’d met who might understand what he was feeling this very moment.

Riiiiiiiing!

Jeremy dropped the phone, the ringtone combined with the phone’s vibration making him lurch. He bent over to grab it, losing his footing, and did the best wet imitation of Jerry Lewis a man could do.

“Jeremy?” Lydia’s voice was like having the clouds part and the shining sunbeams of Heaven appear.

And yet on it rained.

“Dylan’s got him now, pulling him up the hill, Lydia.” In his mind, he’d been narrating all of this the entire time to her, so his non sequitur didn’t feel like one.

“He what? Huh? Jeremy, what in the hell happened to Mike?” She was hysterical, her words nothing more than a choked sob, and yet he understood exactly what she was saying. If he weren’t so robotic right now, operating on autopilot and deep terror, he’d feel exactly like her.

“Mike slipped. Got a head injury—“”

“Oh, God!” she moaned.

“He’s bleeding and scraped up bad. Ripped his ass open.”

“That’s not funny!”

“Lots of blood loss. Dylan’s inching him up the hill right now.”

“Where are you?”

“At the bottom of the hill.”

“Why aren’t you with them? Climbing up?”

“Because the hillside is too slick. We don’t need me to fall down this fucking cliff, too.”

“Is it bad?” She didn’t mean the cliff. If she’d asked in a normal voice, he probably could have replied with a pre-programmed soothing tone that he knew he was supposed to muster.

But she whispered. And when Lydia whispered, she sounded like a tiny, scared little girl.

His heart snapped in two.

“Oh, Lydia,” he said, his voice choppy. “Mike’s face got split. It’s bad. His ass, too.”

Silence.

“His ass got split? You’re not joking? Did I hear that right, Jeremy? Did you just say that Mike’s ass got split?”

“Yes.”

“And his face?”

“A cut from behind one ear all the way to the eye socket.”

“Cut by what?”

“Probably a tree branch.”

“Damn. Are you okay?”

“Shaken. Freezing. Freaked. But I haven’t broken any bones or cut my scalp to the bone, so in light of everything else, I think I’m probably the most together person in this entire group right now.”

Silence.

“Which means we’re totally fucked, Lydia.”

“Quit joking around.”

“Please don’t take my one defense mechanism away from me. If you do, I’ll just collapse here on the sand and wither away.”

“Oh, Jeremy,” she whispered again. “I’m sorry. You’ve been so brave. I’m here going out of my mind, and all I knew was that Mike fell and no one updated me and—” She made a mewling sound, like an injured, small animal, and Jeremy’s heart did the impossible.

It broke in half again.

“Lydia, no. No,” he murmured, all the words in the world dissolving into cotton in his mouth. He wasn’t good at this. He sucked at this. Others could play the hero or say all the right things at the right times. Jeremy was an affable goofball who joked his way out of messes.

He didn’t solve them. 

That had been Mike’s role, for all the years they’d been friends. Mike was the strategic thinker, the one who planned ahead, who had five- and ten-year plans, the one who really got it when their ex, Dana, dumped them—and who could move on to whatever next step life intended for him in his grand vision for himself.

Jeremy lived in the moment. Every second was new and invented on the fly.

Which was why Mike had to rescue him from so many bad situations for so long.

The past few years of being settled with Lydia hadn’t changed him in some radical way. And yet being in a permanent threesome relationship had helped him in some primal way, like having wings you don’t know how to use and learning they have a function.

And that with the right help, you can soar.

“Jeremy?” Compassion leaked through the phone as Lydia said his name. “What about you? Are you okay?”

He looked up, squinting to keep the rain out of his eyes, using his hand as a shelf, and watched Dylan and Mike. They were about ten feet from the top, so close, and they’d paused. He could see Mike rest against a taut Dylan, his body a flat board supporting Mike’s weight. The last ten feet would be the hardest. One man waited at the top, reaching out.

The rest happened in a flash. Literally a flash, as the night lit up like a massive fireball exploded in one of the large, lumpy clouds that he saw hovering right over them, the sudden illumination both awe-inspiring and horrifying.

A crack, like a match the size of a hundred-year-old pine tree being struck against the box of Blue Tip matches, made him leap in the air, his eyes wide with terror as a puff of smoke exploded out of the woods right behind the trucks.

What the fuck was that? Ozone filled his nostrils and his ears buzzed like a beehive had taken up residence between his ears.

“What was that?” Lydia’s voice sounded like she spoke through helium and molasses.

“I don’t know,” he said, except his own voice came through a silk-filled paper bag.

He watched as Pete reached down to grasp Mike’s arm, the older man’s hand tight against Mike’s biceps, and Dylan gave a heave-ho shove that got Mike to the top. He collapsed in Pete’s arms, and Jeremy’s eyes filled as he watched Pete tenderly drag Mike to the back of the ambulance, open the door, and the guy wearing the reflector jacket leaned over, the two of them shuttling Mike inside.

We did it, he thought. We fucking did it.

“Mike’s up top,” he rasped into the phone, his voice husky and shaking.

“He’s what?”

“Pete’s got him. Pete and some guy wearing a reflector coat.”

“Joe Stillman,” she explained.

“Who?”

“Joe Stillman. Fire and Rescue Chief. Oh, thank God, Jeremy. Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she cried into the phone.

It’s not over yet, he thought, as Dylan practically rappelled back down the path, his feet sliding constantly. The trickle had swelled, he saw, more sand washing down with the water. He wondered if a true mudslide could happen, the kind you see on the California coast during too much rain.

The kind that could bury a man standing at the bottom.

“Something caught fire,” he muttered, not really thinking, just watching as Dylan reached the halfway point. Following the line of the rope, Jeremy saw that it was attached to the back of the truck. If Pete and Reflector Man were taking care of Mike, who would pull him and Dylan up if the ground disappeared beneath their feet?

“Fire? It’s pouring rain and you’re worried about fire?” Lydia asked.

“Lightning. Something exploded right behind the trucks,” he told her, rubbing his wet eyes, looking again. The smoke seemed to dissipate, and he didn’t see flames.

If lightning could strike once, though, would it happen again?

“JEREMY!” Dylan shouted, almost at the bottom of the path. He waved. 

“Gotta go,” he said into the phone, ending the call without another word to Lydia, Jeremy trotting over on instinct, and without any talk whatsoever, Jeremy imitated what he saw Mike and Dylan do, the two walking up the mountain, Dylan looping the rope as he went along.

“They won’t pull us up?”

“No. They need all of them to help Mike.”

Jeremy’s heart went cold.

“That bad?”

“You want the truth?”

“Fuck yes.”

“It’s bad. The head wound is through the dura and to the bone.”

Jeremy didn’t know what “dura” meant, but he could understand the grimness in Dylan’s voice.

Regret consumed him. He should have said, “I love you” to Lydia before getting off the phone. They didn’t say it very often, but he meant it, the ache inside for everything to be fine hurting more and more.

And Mike—if he didn’t come out of this, there would be so much unsaid. Most of that was meant to be unsaid, spoken in little ways every day through the simple act of being together with Lydia, but if this was it, Jeremy wanted a few words to pass between them. He might not be sure which words, but he knew some of them would be attached to emotions that were trying to crawl out of his body and bury themselves in a past where he was blissfully oblivious to moments like this.

When you could lose so much so quickly.

Later, in the dry warmth of their house, nestled under the sheets and a thick comforter, and in years yet to come, Jeremy would remember this moment as a turning point, an abrupt pivot in his understanding of the world.

Right now, though, he was a man climbing a cliff one step at a time, being buttressed by another man whose partner was already en route to a hospital that was about to receive two unexpected trauma cases.

Please don’t let it be more.

To his surprise, the final few feet up the cliff were easy, his long legs spidering with ease, his muscles cold and tight but able to make the leap up. Land. Grass. Safety.

They had made it.

Another crack of lightning and everything splintered, a large tree ten feet to Jeremy’s right exploding, then falling, peeling off a chunk of cliff and an enormous boulder, his eyes unable to take it all in, his head a million buzzing bees, the nonverbal body language of everyone around him telling him one thing:

Disaster.

He looked down at the bottom of the cliff to find a large boulder, taller than him, rocking slightly at the base of the path, the tree skittering down, landing with a satisfying crackle, branches shushing in the wind.

“What the fuck!?!” Dylan called out. 

“You sure do have great timing,” Alex said with a grunt.

Jeremy was done with this day. Done.

Dylan dispensed with formalities and jogged over to Pete and Joe Stillman, said a few words, and walked right to the other truck, pulling away, driving slowly. 

Jeremy walked to the ambulance, Mike on his back on a stretcher and Reflector Man tending to his wounds. Through the haze of post-rescue relief, he recognized Joe Stillman. 

“How bad is it?”

“I need a face transplant,” Mike groaned.

“What?”

“A true friend would give me his face,” Mike added.

“Oh, Jesus Christ!” Jeremy snapped, elated and pissed at the same time. “Just use a flap of your ass to sew on as a replacement. No one will notice the difference.”

Pete grinned at them both. Joe cast a glare of disgust.

“If you’re gonna upset him like this, you need to leave.”

“He’s not upsetting him, Joe. He’s helping.”

Joe just snorted and finished putting butterfly bandages up and down what Jeremy could now see in the light: a solid, deep line going from under the earlobe up to just under Mike’s pupil.

Another inch and he’d be blind in that eye.

Alex and Josie appeared in his peripheral vision, and before he could wonder why, the tiny space began to spin, Jeremy’s legs turning to numb jelly, his body shivering. Crouched over Mike, his body folded like a yogi’s, he felt claustrophobic, instantly too big and too small at once, and the sight of Mike’s strong face cut like that, the blood seeping between the thin strips of bandages that marched up his face like steps, made his world go dizzy.

“Josie, you hop in the truck with Mike Pine’s dad. Help with him. Okay?” Alex’s voice was tight. She nodded and disappeared in a wave of shaky, shimmery colors that turned Jeremy’s gut into a pit of eternal nausea and fire.

“I can’t believe,” Mike muttered, “that of the two of us, you managed not to fall. You’re the clumsy one. I’m sure-footed.”

“They say the longer you’re in a relationship, the more you reverse roles.” He gave Mike a fake grin and tried to suppress the sense of unreality that was overpowering him.

“Now that you mention it, you are starting to get an ass that’s nice and sweet like Lydia’s.”

“Hey!” Pete protested. “None of that talk! She’s my daughter.”

Jeremy heard everything from two hundred feet away as the world spun.

“Easy there,” Pete said, two hands gripping Jeremy’s arm and shoulder. “Let’s get you out of here so Joe and Dylan and Alex can tend to—”

Mike twitched, then suddenly jerked, his legs kicking Jeremy’s shins and making him yelp, his arms like noodles being tossed on a blanket.

Joe and Alex gave each other a look that made Jeremy’s heart tap dance as they secured Mike and spoke to each other, Alex checking Mike’s pupils as the seconds passed, the relentless violence of Mike’s unintentional movement sending Jeremy out of his own mind.

“Seizure,” Alex announced, Joe’s fingers in Mike’s mouth, gloved and careful, a thick wad of gauze inserted between teeth that snapped against each other like Mike was trying to break glass. 

Mike’s eyes rolled up until he looked like something out of a horror film, his bright baby blues long gone, replaced by red-streaked eyeballs that turned him into someone else.

This can’t be happening, he thought.

It just can’t.




Chapter Nineteen

Josie

By the time they got Mike Pine to the hospital, he was a sickly grey color, jaw tight with pain, sweat coating his body with a new round of wetness, the scent different from the rain bath he’d experienced for so long. She watched him closely, noting the signs of shock, cursing herself for leaving nursing and spending the last few years away from medicine.

She felt so damned useless.

She’d joined the rescue crew with a promise to Laura that she would make sure Mike came back safe and alive, and Laura had practically shoved her out the door, begging her to do whatever she could to help. Sandy and Lydia would help Laura, and maybe her friend was right.

Maybe she was better suited to being in the middle of the action. Standing around at the camp office felt like torture.

The ER team swept Mike away on a stretcher, the familiar doors slamming shut in her face, locking with a finality that said, You don’t belong here anymore.

She was a civilian. A family member. Just someone consigned to the waiting room like everyone else, sucking down crappy coffee and stuck with her ear to her phone for hours, updating everyone else.

She was one of them, the families she’d had to block out when she’d done emergency room rotations as a student nurse and realized it wasn’t for her. Too stressful. Too intense. Too many emotions from people she couldn’t comfort.

“I guess that’s that,” Mike Pine Sr. declared. “We got him here safe. The doctors have to do the rest.” His hat was soaked and he had the haggard look of an old man who needed a hug and a hot meal. “I’m going back to the campground to see Mary. You need a lift?”

“No, thanks. I’ll stay here. Alex will be on his way with the other Mike.”

“He saved my boy. I’ll give him a proper thanks after all this—” His voice choked. Josie never knew what to do when other people expressed difficult emotions, so she gave him a wan smile and patted his arm.

His eyes glistened, but the tears never overflowed.

And he simply turned away without another word, leaving her alone.

She didn’t mind.

Where the hell was Laura? As soon as Jeremy had delivered Mike safely to the top, Miles had rushed him here, his injuries bad but probably not life-threatening, she’d guessed. The nasty breathing problem was the biggest worry. If he’d punctured a lung, this would be bad.

But not as bad as the other Mike. Michael Bournham. Head wounds in that rainy, cold environment were a nasty, unpredictable injury. Resigning herself to spending the next few minutes alone before chaos ensued again, she went down the hallway in search of that crappy cup of coffee, driven more by ritual than caffeine.

Two heads of wet, long blonde hair burst through the ER entrance.

“Where’s my Mike?” Laura gasped, her hair flopping in wet, dark strings down her arms and chest.

Darla gave Josie a look that said a thousand sentiments all squeezed into the way her eyes narrowed with a questioning compassion.

“You drove her here?” Josie asked Darla, who nodded.

“No way she was driving alone, not like this.”

“Thank you.”

Laura collapsed in Josie’s arms, then tightened. “Where is he?”

“They’re working on him.”

“I need to see him.”

“Not yet. The medical team needs to triage.”

“You’re not telling me something.”

Damn. The woman could read her too well. “He’s breathing funny.”

“That’s your medical diagnosis?”

“Laura.” Josie took her friend by the shoulders, squaring off face-to-face. “Laura, he has a fractured elbow and wrist at the very least, an injured pelvis, contusions and scrapes all over the exposed skin of his body, and he came in gasping like someone with broken ribs or a lung collapse. They need time to assess and treat.”

“Lung collapse? His lung may have collapsed?”

“We don’t know. Alex said it was a possibility.”

“Is Alex back there?” Laura pointed to the double doors.

“No. He’s still at the scene with Mike Bournham.”

“Did they get him up?”

“He...” Josie couldn’t quite put this into words. This was exactly why she sucked at emergency medicine. “He has a bad head wound. I don’t know anything other than the fact that Dylan and Jeremy got him up safely. The rest is unknown.”

“Oh, God. Poor Lydia.”

“Poor you.”

“Poor Mike!” Laura wailed. “Poor Mikes! This is all my fault.”

“None of this is your fault,” Josie soothed, hugging Laura. Darla looked over Laura’s shoulder and mouthed the word coffee. Josie nodded and Darla took off down the hallway, walking at a slow, respectful pace, unusual compared to her normal fast energy.

Josie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her hot air heating Laura’s wet hair.

“It’s all my fault. If only I hadn’t invited Mike’s parents. He wouldn’t have run and he wouldn’t have fallen off the cliff and then Mike Bournham wouldn’t have found him and gotten injured trying to help and I’ve done all of this. I did this, Josie. I made all these bad things happen because I was trying to do one good thing. One.”

“The fact that Mike had a freak accident is not your fault. Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop trying to feel like you have control over an awful mess by taking on responsibility for it.”

Laura looked dumbstruck.

“What?”

“You did nothing wrong. You’re trying to beat yourself up for this so you feel like you can somehow control it. You didn’t make Mike run off a cliff. You didn’t make a freak thunderstorm soak the hill. You didn’t make Mike Bournham slip and fall down the cliff. You didn’t do any of those acts, Laura. All you did was take a step toward reconciliation with Mike’s parents that went horribly wrong because other people made choices to act in certain ways. That’s it. Stop thinking that any of this is your fault. The worst thing you did was contact Mike’s parents behind his back. You can settle that mistake with Mike when he’s better. But the rest? The rest was random. Bad shit happens to good people. It’s. Not. Your. Fault.”

Laura’s mouth trembled. “When did you become so smart? You sound like a psychologist.”

“I stayed at a Holiday Inn Express last night.”

Laura sniffle-snorted.

“No, really. I did. Well, two nights ago.” Portland, Maine felt like another lifetime. She idly wondered where Marlene, Uncle Mike, Aunt Cathy and Calvin were, but she didn’t need to borrow any more trouble. Hopefully, Cathy and Mike had her mom in check. Marlene was a walking crisis, but sometimes other crises loomed larger.

Laura gave her a dark look.

“I mean it all, Laura. Don’t internalize what happened. Sit down. Wait with me. Let’s talk about how we’re going to unravel two hundred wedding guests and a huge event, because I think the paparazzi are going to find out about this rescue mess soon, and I don’t think anyone’s going to be up for the wedding tomorrow.”

“And it’s raining and so many people are in tents tonight!” Laura added.

Josie bit back a smile. At least she got Laura to stop thinking, for a few seconds, about Mike. Everything she just said to Laura was true, but what she wouldn’t admit was that all that advice had been said to her over the past few years by Alex and his mother.

You know—the clinical psychologist.

It was so much easier to urge her friend to listen to it than to accept it herself, she marveled, as Darla delivered three cups of coffee that reminded Josie that hospital coffee in emergency rooms is bad by design, intended to make you never want to spend any extra time there.

Then again, who would want to?

Darla guided Laura to a chair and gently nudged her to sit, all three women gripping their coffee cups, absorbing the warmth into their palms. The waiting room was half full, with people in various states of illness waiting their turn. A mother cradling a feverish toddler looked anxiously at the clock, making little cooing sounds to calm the child, who whined quietly.

Josie felt so, so helpless everywhere she looked.

“We really can only wait? I have to just sit here with all my fears eating through my brain and wonder what’s wrong with Mike, and worry that Dylan doesn’t fall down the cliff or hurt himself in some other way? Is this a cosmic joke? We’re supposed to be panicking over not having enough chairs and discovering a missing button on my wedding dress, not freaking out about one of the grooms falling off a cliff!” Laura burst out, her last sentence nearly a shout.

The mom holding the toddler cocked and eyebrow and turned to her husband. “One of the grooms?” she whispered to him. He was reading a sports magazine and just shrugged.

“And yooooouuuuu,” Laura groaned, looking at Josie.

“What about me?”

“I ruined your wedding! One of my grooms ran off a cliff and the other one is out in the rain rescuing Mike Bournham and it’s my fault that you can’t marry your groom!”

“I’m really confused,” the mother of the toddler whispered to her husband, who was now clearly listening to Laura’s outburst.

Just as Josie went to open her mouth, Darla interrupted.

“Laura, how’re the babies?”

“What?”

“Why don’t you call Cyndi and check on your kids? This is a good time, before the doctors come out and talk to you about Mike. You’ll be too busy later,” she said kindly, offering up her own phone. “Go in that little phone booth area over there,” she added, pointing to a privacy booth, “and check in now.”

Laura frowned. “Good idea.” She stood and did exactly as Darla suggested, leaving Josie in awe.

“That was smooth.”

“I have good people skills sometimes.”

“Clearly. So why’d you get rid of her like that?”

“Because I just got a text from Alex. You did too. Group text. Mike Bournham’s coming in through the back entrance, and they’re rushing him to ICU.”

“What?” Josie scrambled for her phone and read the full text. “Seizure? Oh, God.” Tears filled her eyes. “Head wound through the dura to the bone? Plus a seizure?” 

“I don’t need to be a nurse or a doctor to know that combination can’t be good,” Darla said quietly, squeezing Josie’s hand.

“And he was trying to rescue Mike.”

“Yep.”

The two sat in stunned silence.

“Fuck,” Josie muttered. “Laura’s going to feel even more guilt.”

“Why’s she taking it on so hard? It really wasn’t her fault.”

Josie sighed. “because this is Laura. It’s what she does. It’s how she’s made. She wants the world to be a better place, and for people to get along and be happy. She really did reach out to Mike’s parents and invite them to the wedding because she thought that it would make Mike happy, in the long run. No one could haven’t predicted this chain of events.”

“Right. No one could have predicted it. So none of this is her fault. It’s all random,” Darla said.

“Random.” Josie rolled the word around in her mouth. She went pensive, lapsing into quiet.

“You upset about the wedding?” Darla asked. “Mama and Marlene and everyone from Ohio came all the way out for this, and now...”

“No.” Josie didn’t have to think to find her answer. “No. Not upset. You’d think I would be, right? But no. Alex and I will get married. It doesn’t have to be tomorrow. The wedding is for our friends and family. The marriage is for us. I get the better end of the deal.”

Darla gave her a half smile. “Still can’t believe you’re getting married.”

“Because you’re amazed I found someone who will put up with me?”

“Well, that wasn’t what I meant, but yeah. That, too.” Darla chuckled. “I just never thought you’d settle down.”

“You didn’t?”

“I hoped. Just like I hoped I’d find the right guy someday.”

“You found two Mr. Rights.”

“I sure did. And you only needed one.”

They got a good giggle out of that.

Alex rushed into the waiting room, looking around frantically, setting Josie’s nerves all atwitter in the worst way possible. Alex wasn’t a frantic person, especially in a medical setting, and when he reached her and touched her shoulder, she could feel something pass between them that made her feel raw and vulnerable.

Made her realize he was raw and vulnerable, too.

“Mike? How is he?”

“They’ve got him up in radiology for a head scan, and they’re—”

“A head scan?” Laura squeaked, returning at just that moment. “What’s wrong with his head?”

Alex shot her a confused, angry look that even made Josie take a step back. Mild-mannered and a little too chill most of the time, Alex wasn’t the kind of man to express that kind of fury.

“What are you talking about?” He softened as the words came out of his mouth, the change morphing his face as he spoke, until Josie saw the Alex she knew inhabit the Alex who had just taken over moments ago. “Ah—Mike. We have two Mikes here, and both are patients, and I’m sorry, Laura. I was talking about Bournham. He’s the one I was working on. He seized twice on the way here, and his condition is...well...”

Laura closed her eyes and swallowed, clearly struggling to stay calm.

“What about Mike Pine?” Josie asked him, keeping her voice as flat and neutral as possible.

“I don’t know. I didn’t get into that bay. I literally just came out of the ambulance and handed Bournham off to the team here.” Alex ran his hands up and down his coat, which Josie looked at with dawning horror. He was drenched, soaked completely through, his forearms bare and criss-crossed with little scrapes.

And covered with Bournham’s blood.

“What happened to you, Alex?” she gasped. He began to shiver. In any other setting she’d assume it was from the chill of being soaked, but she suspected something more was at play here.

“I—nothing. Mike and Mike are the ones who took the worst of it.”

“Get out of that wet coat,” she insisted. “We’ll ask for some dry scrubs or something for you.”

“Let me call Sandy and see if someone can deliver dry clothes,” Laura said helpfully, and Darla stood, following Laura, giving Josie a worried glance, eyes pinging between her and Alex.

Yeah, I’m worried about him, too, her return look said.

Darla nodded and turned away with Laura, rubbing her back and huddling with her. A wave of intense gratitude washed over Josie as she watched them, then turned to Alex, clucking like a hen.

“Get out of that coat,” she insisted, standing on tiptoes and reaching for the zipper, unzipping him and getting a minor puddle at her feet for her efforts. As Alex peeled off the coat, she nearly screamed, grinding her teeth together to hold back her reaction.

His right arm was half raw flesh, like something you’d find in a butcher’s display at the grocery store.

“What the hell happened to you? Your hands? Are they damaged?” A surgeon by trade, Alex’s hands were the first part of him that he worried about when hurt. Josie had learned to respond accordingly over the years.

“Hands are fine. That’s why the arms are so bad. I had gloves on for the hands, though I may have strained my flexor pollicis brevis.”

Josie knew what that was from nursing school. Thumb flexor muscle.

“What did you do to make this happen?”

“I pulled Dylan and Jeremy up the hill.”

“By yourself?”

He nodded. “They needed some help right at the end. Just when the boulder fell.”

“When the what?”

Blood began to bloom on the pink flesh. She saw gritty sand and flaps of pale surface skin poking in the redness.

“You need ER attention,” she declared.

“I’m fine,” he protested. “Just need some antiseptic and a good—”

“No, sir. No. You don’t get to do this again, Alex.”

“Do what?”

“Be a bad patient.”

“When have I ever been a bad patient?” 

His habit of crossing his arms over his chest and looking down at her with an intimidating look was thwarted by pain as he yelped and held his raw arm away from his body.

She jumped up and tapped the tiny scar above one eye. “When you ran into a No Parking sign in front of my apartment one day while you were stalking me.”

“I wasn’t stalking you!”

“You were so stalking me.”

“I was mooning over you.” His voice went low, amusement infusing the space between them, taking his mind off his pain as his eyes met hers.

“You were?”

“You know that.”

“You had a funny way of showing it.”

“Let me make it up to you.”

“Yeah? How?”

“Give me the next fifty years or so.”

“It’ll take that long?”

“If I’m lucky.”

“You two gonna suck face right here in the waiting room, or can we get Alex some medical attention?” Darla asked, making Alex jump, startling Josie. Darla stood next to a very no-nonsense-looking nurse who frowned at Alex’s arm.

“I hear you’re a doctor?” she said. “I’m Margie. Let’s get that cleaned up and do some wound care.”

“I’m fine.”

Margie shot Josie a look that made Josie grin.

“Margie’s right, Alex.”

“I’m a—” If he said doctor, he was about to become so not fine.

Margie and Josie raised their eyebrows, giving him an appraising look that said, Go ahead. Make my day.

“You’re a what?” Margie said, her eyes narrowing to brown triangles. She looked like so many of the fifty-something nurses Josie had worked with over the years, as if nursing made women look a certain way. Short, wavy, salt-n-pepper hair. No makeup. Clipped nails. Stethoscope around her neck, and gloves stuffed in every available pocket, including the breast pocket of her scrubs.

“I’m a...groom.”

“You two about to get married?” she asked Josie.

“Tomorrow.”

“Then you want to get out of here.”

Alex exhaled with relief. “Right.” He reached for his coat. Josie pulled it away.

Margie placed one unyielding hand on his back and began guiding him to the ER bays. “The sooner we do wound care, the sooner you can get back to your fiancée and go to your wedding. You part of the big campground to-do at Escape Shores?” 

As the doors snapped shut behind them, Josie let out her laughter.

Leave it to a nurse to make Alex behave.

Josie suddenly found herself alone, Darla in the corner talking on the phone with someone, Laura nowhere to be seen. She took a deep breath and chugged her lukewarm coffee, grimacing when it was done. Cup in the trash, she looked around and wondered why people put such uncomfortable chairs in waiting rooms. They should outfit these areas with plush recliners and comfy bean bags instead of metal and barely-cushioned office chairs.

“Mike Pine? Mike Pine’s family?” said a voice, a young female doctor approaching, chart in hand.

Darla looked up sharply and got off the phone. “I’ll get Laura,” she told Josie, sprinting down the hall.

“I’m...I’m his family,” Josie said. 

The doctor approached just as Laura ran into the room. “I’m his fiancée,” she sputtered, eyes wild. “How is he?”

“Hi. Dr. Druce,” said the young woman, who was shorter than Josie, if that was possible, and who looked like she was at the end of a very long shift. “Mr. Pine suffered a dislocated elbow, a broken wrist, what appears to be a series of muscle strains in his right leg, and a hard-to-count series of abrasions and contusions. We gave him nine stitches total, most along the right knee, and we—”

“What about his breathing? Did his lung collapse?” Laura interrupted.

“No lung collapse, but he does have two fractured ribs.”

“Oh, no,” Laura groaned. “Mike. Poor Mike.”

“Given that he was outside wearing a t-shirt and light shorts, and in the same position for so long before being rescued, we need to keep him here overnight. Just to evaluate and make sure pneumonia doesn’t set in. He’s coughing regularly, and we want to observe.”

“Of course. Can I see him now? Please?”

The doctor smiled and reached for Laura’s hand. “He’s been asking for you.”

Laura didn’t even try to hold back her tears. She gave Josie a ragged, haunting look, and then all Josie saw was Laura’s back, her soaked dress stuck to her ribs, hair clinging to her back like the wet fingers of desperation.




Chapter Twenty

Laura

The sight of her big giant of a man all stretched out on a hospital bed, underneath layers of thin cotton blankets, made her stop in the doorway and cling to the frame for a moment, her legs going weak. His eyes were closed and his face was red and swollen with small and large scrapes, the blood still so fresh the thin lines that cut his skin were swollen and angry. New scabs hadn’t even had the chance to form. 

He looked like he was covered with tiny criss-crosses of scrapes, and for a guy who basically flew and then rolled a hundred times down a cliff, he looked better than you’d expect.

“Laura?” he asked. 

Dr. Druce nodded, urging her forward, and she moved like she was walking on stilts, like a kid with strings and coffee cans, lurching and uncoordinated, her heart in a lonely cage as she let relief finally seep in.

He was going to be okay.

His hand was under the blanket, so she rested the edge of her butt on the bed and stroked his wet hair from his forehead. Mike smiled, a boyish grin making him look just enough like their little ones that she burst into a choking sob.

“I look that bad?”

“You look that good,” she said with a whimper. “I’m so sorry.”

His good hand rose up from under the covers, groping blindly for her. He kept his eyes closed and she clasped his hand. Cold. His fingers were icicles, and the shock made her stiffen. Mike was never cold.

“What happened out there?”

“Do I have to tell it again?” he rasped. Laura felt his hand warm in hers. She covered his with both of hers and began to rub slowly.

“No. You can just rest. I’ll hear the story later.”

He coughed and winced.

“Broken ribs feel about as shitty as you’d imagine,” Mike said.

Laura couldn’t speak. She felt the tears crest and roll, crest and roll, dropping onto the white cotton blanket, absorbed and disappearing as if they never happened at all.

She inhaled and exhaled, comforted by the sound of his breath, of knowing his heart was here, pumping blood throughout the man she never, ever wanted to hurt.

Yet had.

“I am so sorry, Mike. I never meant to do this to you.”

“So you were the one who gave me that big shove off the cliff?” He gave her a look. She knew it well. He was trying not to roll his eyes. Why did he look so much like Josie suddenly?

“I’m trying to apologize.”

“And I’m telling you that it’s not necessary. If anyone should apologize, it’s my parents.”

“Your parents?”

“They’re the ones who rudely showed up without ever replying to you.”

“But I’m the one who invited them without asking you.”

“That’s a separate issue, Laura.” He frowned. “I had a lot of time lying on that shore for hours, watching the sun fade, wondering how I was going to move and get back to you, Dylan, and the kids. What you did was borne of love.”

“Mike—”

“What my parents did came from a need to control.”

A shout down the hallway made them both look at the door.

“He’s my son and I’ll go visit him if I want to. You can’t stop me!” boomed a loud, older man’s voice.

“Case in point,” Mike muttered. 

If he was upset, he didn’t show it. Laura’s body reacted to the bellowing before her mind could respond. Flushed with a calming anger that should have agitated her, she turned to the doorway, knowing exactly what she would see before he appeared.

And knowing damn well what she had to do next.

Mike ran away because his parents had appeared out of nowhere, exerting a kind of insidious control that made him feel like all he could do was get out—get away—to feel truly human.

Unable to flee, Mike was stuck in that bed, forced to face his parents.

But she’d be damned if that was about to happen.

“Where is my son?” Mike’s dad yelled as he lumbered in, Mary at his heels, the two of them followed by the shift nurse and the doctor who had just helped Laura into the room.

“You can’t just storm in here like this,” Dr. Druce announced, her voice all steel and authority.

“And you can’t—” Mike’s dad started to shout, but Laura cut him off, taking a long, deep breath to do it.

“Leave,” she said in a low voice, her lips wide and mouth opening with a primal movement that reminded her of childbirth, when she’d been coached to keep her voice low to preserve energy.

This was the voice her grandfather had taught her to use when training a puppy. High voices sound like packmates to small animals. And that high voice signals to animals that they don’t need to respect the animal at the end of it.

Big Mike’s eyes snapped away from Dr. Druce, burning into Laura’s face, but she held steady, moving her body between Mike’s parents and her partner, who gripped her hand and kept his eyes closed.

“Leave now.”

“I will not,” Mary said, her voice shrill. 

“I’ll call security,” Dr. Druce said, giving Laura a look that said she had decision-making authority here.

“We’re his next of kin,” Big Mike said in a derisive tone.

“No,” said another man’s voice from the hallway. “You’re not.”

Dylan.

Laura’s face flooded with heat again, only this time it came with an impish grin, a wholly inappropriate reaction to the words she knew Dylan was about to unleash.

“What do you mean?” Big Mike growled.

“You. Are. Not. Mike’s. Next. Of. Kin,” Dylan said slowly, walking into the room like the head of a pack. “I am. I am his legal husband, and therefore, I am his next of kin.”

Mary’s eyes widened as she blinked so hard Laura expected all of her eyelashes to float to the ground like molting feathers. Big Mike’s chest deflated, like a balloon vendor leaking helium out of a spent tank.

“And even if he wasn’t my legal husband, I’m still alive over here. Sentient. I have ears that work and I can hear you all talking about me like I’m a vegetable,” Mike added from the bed, his voice flat. There was no anger. No sarcasm. He was just stating facts.

“He’s right,” Big Mike said simply. There was no expected bite to his words.

“That’s true,” Mary agreed, frowning.

With that simple truth, Dylan shut them down.

And made Laura burst into sudden, all-consuming tears.

Oddly enough, Mary was the first to comfort her, smelling like rosewater and lotion. “Oh, dear, it’s okay. Mikey will be fine. He’s just nervous that way. Always was a runner. I remember when he was just four years old and got mad after Big Mike gave him a whupping for letting the chickens out of the coop, and Mikey ran five miles. The postman found him out on a rural route in the next county,” she said with a giggle, her fingers smooth like parchment against Laura’s forearm. She babbled when nervous, Laura thought, but she couldn’t make sense of anything more as the tears took over.

“Why are you crying?” Dylan asked in a hushed voice.

“Because I’ll never be Mike’s legal husband!” Laura wailed.

Mary’s hand froze.

“Like you,” Laura added, curling into Dylan’s side, burying her face in him.

Dr. Druce frowned and walked past Laura, checking on Mike’s chart. “Is there more to this than meets the eye?”

Laura gave her an eye roll that didn’t make the doctor flinch, but should have.

“We’re a threesome,” she declared, her voice loud and shaking. “And we’re supposed to get married tomorrow. But two years ago, Mike and Dylan got legally married to protect the custody of our kids.”

Mary and Big Mike gave her incredulous looks, Mary dropping her hand from Laura as Dylan moved closer, his arm around her like a barrier. 

“I had a relative who thought his morality trumped my sense of judgment,” she continued, eyes zeroing in on Big Mike. “He made veiled threats about trying to get his hands on Jillian. That was unacceptable. Because I can’t legally marry two men, we did the next best thing.”

“You had the men marry each other,” Dr. Druce said with an appreciative sigh.

Laura broke eye contact with Big Mike and looked at the woman. “Yes. It was the only way to protect Jillian in case something happened to me.”

“Which isn’t going to happen,” Dylan soothed.

Laura broke away from him and pointed at Mike, in the hospital bed, hooked up to tubes and sensors. “Really? Because no one could have predicted this.”

“I did.” Mary’s voice shocked Mike enough that he flinched in bed, then groaned from moving his broken arm. “That’s why we didn’t RSVP,” she continued, her voice shaking, but not quite like Laura’s. The timid little old woman had a tremor in her tone.

It was anger.

“We didn’t RSVP,” she continued, “because we scared Mike off all those years ago. You scared him off,” she added, the word flung at her husband. She looked at Dylan, eyes blazing. “And you stopped them from hurting each other by inserting yourself between them.”

“I wasn’t going to hurt Pa,” Mike interjected. 

Dr. Druce shushed him. 

Laura gaped at Mary.

“No, you weren’t. Not with fists. But he damn sure was going to hurt you.”

“Now, Mary,” Big Mike said in a voice filled with gravel and regret. “The past is the past.”

Laura, Mike, Dylan, and Dr. Druce all managed inelegant snorts of varying frequencies.

Big Mike startled, anger in the muscles of his face, and then it relaxed as he closed his eyes.

“See?” Mary said reproachfully.”I’ve spent more than a decade away from my boy because we followed the wrong rules in our hearts. We thought we would guide him to a better place by withdrawing our love. Make him come back to his senses. Just look at all the love he went out and found for himself without us.”

“I still don’t think it’s right,” Big Mike said, but the gumption was gone. “But maybe I was wrong all those years ago.” Laura watched the old man struggle, tearing the baseball cap off his head and twisting it in gnarled, nervous hands. “But a man can’t just give up a whole life of morality suddenly on a dime.”

“You were able to give up your son,” Dylan said, reaching to the bed to rest one hand on Mike’s shoulder. “Why was that so much easier?”

“None of this was easy,” Big Mike said with a scowl. “Not one damned bit.”

“Mike!” Mary chided.

“I’ll say damned if I want to, Mary.”

Laura watched as if she were viewing a documentary of some ethnic group from a far-off land. Mike came from this? These were people who loved him, but somewhere along the way had been convinced—or had convinced themselves—that there was only one version of Mike. And that version was the one they’d projected onto him, and if he wasn’t that exact person, then they couldn’t have him in their life at all.

A deep sadness seeped into her bones. She couldn’t fathom rejecting Jillian or Aaron or Adam. Ever. Not for loving a consenting adult—or more than one—in a way that was out of the norm. 

“I’m not going to stand here and try to explain the past,” Big Mike continued. “And we could rehash it and just get more angry at each other. Your Ma got that letter from Laura and cried and cried for weeks. Weeks. I wanted to burn that piece of paper. It made old wounds rip open.” Big Mike’s red-rimmed eyes, rheumy and guarded, met hers. “But thank you.”

“Thank you?” Laura peeped.

“Thank you, because—” Big Mike was seized by a wracking cough that made Mary rush to his side, one hand on his back, the other on his shoulder, as he reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a handkerchief, coughing into it. The spell lasted longer than it should in a healthy person, and a dawning creep began in Laura’s stomach.

They weren’t here just to cause trouble, or just to reconnect because of the wedding.

“I need to talk to my parents alone,” Mike announced. Dr. Druce gave Dylan and Laura appraising looks. Both nodded, and Laura kissed Mike on the forehead.

“Stay outside in the hall,” he whispered, eyes still closed. She squeezed his hand and Dylan, Laura, and the doctor filed out.

Big Mike began coughing again. Dr. Druce turned back and said, “Mr. Pine, why don’t we get you some hot tea with lemon and honey,” coolly reaching for the big man’s elbow, guiding him out with a kind of smoothness that made Laura appreciate the bedside manner.

And with that, they left Mike alone with Mary.

Laura hoped she was doing the right thing. The last time she tried to do the right thing with Mike, well...

Look what happened.




Chapter Twenty-One

Mike Pine

“Your father had a heart attack two months ago,” Ma whispered, her eyes focused on the horizon through the window outside, her shoulders squared. He wondered what she saw in the dark, inky night. His heart pounded in time to the throbbing pain of every bruise, each cut, all the scrapes. It soothed him, oddly enough.

The pain gave him something to focus on.

“Is that why he looks so pale?” Mike asked.

She nodded. 

“Is that why you’re here?”

A wistful smile twisted her lips. “We’re here because God told us to come, Mikey.”

God didn’t make you get in the truck and drive over a thousand miles, he thought to himself. Tamping down the words took more effort than he expected, and reminded him of an entire adolescence spent shoving words back down his own throat. He knew they’d censored themselves in front of non-believers. Now the God talk would begin in earnest.

“Okay.”

“Your Pa was on the tractor and just collapsed. Thank God a farm hand, one of those nice college students from the organic farming internship program, found him before it was too late. We got him to the hospital and he spent a week there.”

“A week?” Mike knew they didn’t have insurance. His eyes took in all the grey hair, the long, deep wrinkles in Ma’s skin, and he realized they were well over sixty-five years old now. Probably had Medicare. As his mind darted to and fro to remove him from the tidal wave of emotions this stirred up, he realized he was grasping at silly details that didn’t matter.

“A week. That first night we nearly lost him. And you know what?” She reached for his hand. He could barely unroll his fist, her smooth, hardened palm so unfamiliar. They had never been a physically affectionate family. A hug at high school graduation was the last time he remembered his mother touching him. She hadn’t been there when Jill died to offer an embrace, a shoulder, an ear.

She hadn’t been there because she’d chosen to follow his father’s shunning.

“What?”

“Big Mike wanted one thing. You.”

“Me?”

“You. He said to call you. Wanted to see you before he died.”

“Jesus,” Mike whispered.

His ma didn’t realize that wasn’t a plea for help. “Oh, He’s the one who came. Must have been watching over your father with such love. By morning, Mike was mending just fine, and said not to call you. I begged. He wouldn’t relent.”

“Nothing’s really changed, I see,” Mike said.

She shook her head slowly, eyes darting up to watch his face. “Not between you two. No. You’re both stubborn mules.”

“I learned it from the best, Ma.”

“So I prayed on it. Stood up to your Pa, and you know I don’t do that. Not often enough, I think now,” Her face folded with pain. “I prayed and asked for guidance.” Her face lit up with joy. “And then I received it. A message from the divine.”

“A message?”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a well-worn envelope with a very familiar feminine scrawl on it. Laura’s handwriting stared up at him.

“Laura’s letter arrived the very next day.” Tears spilled over those sweet blue eyes. “My prayer was answered.”

Coincidence? That’s the word Mike would use. Prayer? That was Mary’s word. Semantics didn’t matter in the end, though. What mattered was that one act led to the same result:

Ma and Pa were here.

Her soft hand smelled like the same lotion she’d used since he could remember, the cheap store-brand hand cream she used every night before bed. His parents were creatures of habit. Same hand lotion. Same food brands. Same furniture they’d bought when he was a baby. Same farm that had been in the family for generations. Same newspaper. Same church. Same recipes.

Mike was anything but same. When he’d decided to go away to Boston to college he’d rocked their world in the worst way possible. Big Mike had nearly blocked it, insisting that his state university’s agriculture program was plenty fine. Mike had wanted more. Inventing a major he wanted that wasn’t offered locally, he’d reached out to a bunch of colleges in Boston and persisted, eventually getting a partial scholarship on a tiny basketball team. Big Mike respected money, and relented.

It was bad enough that Mike had broken his family’s sense of sameness, but coming out in a loving, permanent threesome with Dylan and Jill had broken his father in half. And the only way Mike and Mary Pine had known how to mend themselves was to make Mike different.

Too different to work with their need for same.

What do you do when one of these things is not like the other?

You throw it away. As long as you pretend everything is the same, in neat little orderly rows, and hold the truth aside like a piece of rubbish that needs to be discarded, you can prop up any myth.

Mike became nothing to them. No wonder he always fled when he couldn’t handle his emotions. Running away meant you weren’t there.

You were nothing.

And now his beloved wife’s letter was the answer to a prayer?

“Why didn’t you reach out to me? Thirteen years, Ma. Thirteen fucking years.”

“Mikey! That language!”

“I am a thirty-six-year-old man, Ma!” His good fist cracked against the bed railing. “I can say fuck if I please.”

Her lips pressed into a thin, white line.

“Especially,” he hissed, “when you act like it’s my fault thirteen years have gone by without contact.”

“You never reached out, either,” she said softly.

“When Pa tried to beat the shit out of me and Dylan had to hold him back, I got a pretty clear signal that you wanted nothing to do with me.”

Her lips remained pinched as she closed her eyes, brow furrowed with pain.

They both just breathed. Each inhale felt endless. Each exhale was torture. This was pointless. Laura’s outreach to his parents was a naive act. Nothing was going to change. Nothing had changed. The only difference between thirteen years ago and now was a little three-year-old girl with hair and eyes like Mike’s, and in his mother’s eyes that was the prize.

Jillian.

“You’re here because of the children, aren’t you?”

“I’m here because of my child.”

“And the grandkids. All three of them.”

“All three are yours?”

Oh, he knew what she meant, but he wasn’t going to play her game.

“Yes. All three. And any others we decide to have will be, too.”

“You want more?”

“We’re young, Ma. We’re not sure we’re done.”

“Hmph. I never imagined you with a big family, I guess. Not since...” Her voice trailed off.

“Not since I decided to live in a threesome with Dylan and Jill?”

She sighed. “You’re not making this easy.”

“Like Pa said, none of this is easy.” He rolled over out of instinct, trying to get comfortable, and felt a bone slip, groaning in pain.

“Do you need a nurse? A doctor? How bad is it? We came in here like a bull in a China shop and I never found out how you are.” Her brow creased, transporting Mike back to his childhood. A long time ago he made himself stop missing his parents. But when she looked at him with concern, it took him right back in time.

“Broke my arm in two places. A couple of ribs. Pulled muscles. I’ll be fine.” He stretched fully and felt his heels slip off the end of the bed.

“You were always like that. Fine. Just...fine. Never talked about your feelings, always went on those long runs. You were a good boy, Mikey.”

“I’m a good man, Ma.”

“I can see that. I can.”

His heart was breaking, one chamber beating so hard it was pulling the other three out of his body between his broken ribs, the gravity of hope yanking it toward his mother. He wanted to believe that they could reconcile. He wanted desperately to think that there could be some sort of love between him and his parents. Could thirteen years of scars be overcome and healed? Could they find a way to function without hurting each other and opening old wounds?

“MIKE!” A woman’s voice—not Laura’s—pierced the air outside. Footsteps, the swoosh of fabric curtains being pulled, and then, “MIKE BOURNHAM! Where is he?”

That must be Lydia. He frowned, then winced at the pain from a gash on his forehead. Bournham. He was the one who’d fallen as he’d tried to rescue Mike. Had something bad happened to him?

Too many thoughts. Too many emotions. His calves twitched, needing to run, but he couldn’t. He was stuck. He had to face this head-on.

“LYDIA!” someone called. That was Jeremy. The footsteps resumed, something beeped, doors clicked open, and then he heard nothing more.

Poor Bournham. Guilt washed over him. If the guy was worse off than he was, it was his fault.

“Who’s Mike Bournham?” Ma asked, genuinely unaware of who the man had been. She wasn’t the type to read about financial giants, even ex-financial giants.

“He’s the man who found me on shore,” Mike said weakly. Exhaustion roasted his bones like he was a pig on a spit over an open fire.

“Something happen to him?”

“He fell while he was rescuing me. Fell down the cliff.”

“Oh, dear!” Ma squeezed the ends of her fingers like she often did when nervous. “I hope he’s okay.”

Me too, Mike thought, but didn’t say. Guilt flowed through him, throbbing along with his pain.

“His best friend was there. The same rescue team that got me out. I’m sure he’s—”

“SEIZURE? What do you mean, he had a seizure?” a woman screamed from outside Mike’s room.

He slumped against the bed, not realizing his own effort to sit up while talking to his mom.

“Doesn’t sound fine,” Ma said.

Laura’s head popped around the corner, through the door. “I thought you’d be worried.” Her eyes caught Mike’s and he managed a weak grin. She was right. 

“That’s Lydia,” Laura explained, eyes on him, walking around so he could see her. “She just arrived. Mike Bournham had a seizure en route to the hospital.”

His stomach clenched into a hot ball. “Fuck.”

“Mikey—” His mother pressed her lips together, but he ignored her.

“Is he okay?” Mike asked.

Laura gave him a sympathetic look. “No one knows. Lydia just found Jeremy and Mike’s team is working on him.”

“Working on him?” That sounded grim.

“He’s alive. It’s just, with seizures...”

A very tall, wet-haired doctor with familiar, kind brown eyes appeared behind Laura. “He seized in the ambulance right as we moved him into it, after Jeremy and Dylan got him up the cliff. His head wound’s bad. He stopped seizing and I just left. The doctors here can do a better job than I can,” Alex explained.

“You’re not much of a doctor if you go around saying that,” Mike whispered. “Where’s your God complex?”

Mike saw his mother’s face twist with confusion, while Laura and Alex shared a relieved look.

“Dylan has all the God complex anyone could possibly need,” Alex joked.

Laura pulled on him and said, “Let’s leave Mike and his mom alone.” Alex nodded and walked toward the door, Laura at his heels.

“Wait!” Ma exclaimed.

Just then, Mike’s Pa appeared, filling the doorway like a slimmer version of Paul Bunyan. Some part of Mike gave up, like a child releasing a tight ribbon attached to a balloon, winds too strong to make the struggle worthwhile.

Whatever rolled out in the next few minutes was coming, whether he liked it or not. Whether he was emotionally prepared or not. The truth would win out, ugly or beautiful.

Or both.

He couldn’t run away.

And so he just let it go, like Jillian’s favorite movie princess.

“We need to have our say,” Pa said quietly. “With all three of you in the room.” 

Ma shot him a glare that made Mike smile. All the body reactions stored within him went haywire at once. Fear became amusement. Happiness became sarcasm. All his wires crossed each other and nothing made sense.

And that had to be alright.

Because Mike didn’t have a choice.

He couldn’t run away.

“Have your say, but keep in mind Mike’s still fragile,” Dylan said from behind Pa. Pa moved forward and gave Dylan a grim nod. Laura hovered near his father now, unsure. Mike didn’t have to even look at Dylan; he knew. He knew to go next to Laura and be her support.

Mike had his people here. And they weren’t related to him by blood.

“I understand that, Dylan,” Pa finally said. The sound of his partner’s name coming from his father’s mouth was a jolt, but a pleasant one. Maybe the doctors had given him drugs he wasn’t aware of, because suddenly this entire scene seemed just...right. 

Like it needed to happen, as if the universe was righting some wrong.

“We’ll keep it brief.” Pa walked over to the bed, towering over Mike, making him feel like a child again. He felt the unfathomable: his father’s touch, the rough, worn hand picking up his own.

His father was expressing affection.

“I am sorry, Mikey.”

The words echoed through the room, choked out by a man whose pride had seemed bigger than his body for all of Mike’s life. Pa didn’t apologize. Pa didn’t touch like this. His Pa was a tight, efficient man who enjoyed being outdoors eighteen hours a day, who was a Godly, church-going man, a two-beer-a-week drinker and someone who preferred helping a neighbor with a calf birth than watching a football game on television.

This man wasn’t his Pa.

But then again, Mike had never been the person they’d thought he was, either.

“I’m not sorry for my beliefs,” his father clarified, looking at a spot on the wall right above Mike’s head, “but I am sorry for letting my beliefs get in the way of being your father.”

Ma walked over to Pa and Mike’s mouth opened in shock as she reached for Pa’s hand and held it. The two looked at him with a quiet eagerness, hope flashing in their eyes, Ma’s filled with tears, Pa’s with a ragged sadness.

Fury and relief fought inside Mike’s heart.

“Why are you here?” he finally blurted out. “Really?”

“Because I couldn’t go the rest of whatever’s left of my life without seeing you one more time, son,” Big Mike admitted.

“That’s it? You just appeared out of nowhere and now, what? We’re supposed to go back to the way it was?”

“We don’t have to do anything,” Big Mike said in a rough voice. “I just wanted to visit.”

Laura’s look made his own tears almost rise up. “You won’t judge? Or preach? Or try to convince us to break up or say a single negative word to our kids.” The last sentence wasn’t a question as his voice went low with warning.

“No.” Ma and Pa answered in unison.

“You know I’m a billionaire?” Mike added.

Ma’s face reddened. Pa’s mouth tightened.

“We aren’t here for your money,” Pa spat out.

“I never said you were,” Mike said, the old man releasing his hand, the emotional moment gone. In later years, when Mike revisited this moment over and over in quiet, dark corners of the night, he would realize that he mentioned the money on purpose. It was a trigger. The emotional impact of having his parents appear the night before his wedding, of running away, of being injured, of possibly causing Mike Bournham’s injuries, and most of all—of hearing his Ma and Pa apologize—was all too much.

Distraction and deflection gave him an out. A much-needed way to avoid the firestorm of emotions inside him.

“Then why did you mention it?” Laura asked, entering the conversation with such a confused expression on her face that Mike let out a huffy laugh, one filled with so much exhaustion that his father’s face creased with concern.

“Because Ma and Pa should know. It’s a major part of who we are now. I don’t teach skiing anymore; I own the resort. Dylan’s not a firefighter; he runs charities. You’re not a financial analyst anymore; you—”

“You’re a mother,” Mary said with an excited gasp.

The look on Laura’s face was priceless.

“We don’t live like most people,” Mike continued, trying to explain something ambiguous inside him.

“You can say that again,” Pa said dryly.

“And Laura’s uncle crawled out of the woodwork a few years ago, looking for a piece.”

“I don’t want your money, son,” Big Mike said. 

“We just want to see you,” his ma added.

Laura beamed at him. Dylan gave his parents skeptical looks, but guarded his expression. Mike knew what he was thinking, because he carried the same thoughts and feelings inside.

How true was any of this?

Mike knew his parents well enough to know they weren’t lying. These weren’t schemers, like Laura’s Uncle Frank. He really did think it was as simple as they described. Pa had a heart attack. He re-evaluated his life and wanted to see Mike. Laura happened to reach out. They were afraid they’d be rejected if they RSVP’d. They showed up unexpectedly. Mike freaked out and fled.

The rest wasn’t exactly expected.

The weight of decision filled the air like a cloud of regret. This was his call. His decision. And he was so tired, body throbbing in pain, bones broken and ground down, wet and aching.

“Can we talk in the morning?” he said, his voice soaked with his own exhaustion. 

“Of course,” Pa said. “You rest. We’ll be at the hotel here in town.”

“Wait,” Laura said, looking at Mike with an arched eyebrow. He knew what she was asking.

But he had to be the one to answer. Not her.

“Stay in one of the cabins, Pa,” he said. “That way you’ll be there for the wedding. If there is one.” His eyes were closed, but he knew everyone was staring at him.

“If?” He wasn’t sure who said that single word. More than one person, probably.

“I’m not exactly in any position to stand up as a groom.”

Dr. Druce’s voice cut through his mind. “We can probably discharge you in the morning. No promises, but as long as you don’t have any complicating factors, you can head home with a cast and discharge instructions.”

Mike didn’t know whether to feel grateful or annoyed.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

“But first you need a good night’s sleep,” she chided. “You can all come back at six a.m. for early visiting hours, but right now I think Mr. Pine needs his sleep.”

Laura’s warm lips pressed against Mike’s forehead. “I love you,” she whispered, hot breath tickling his ear, lifting a lock of dried hair.

“I love you, too.”

Dylan’s strong hand was on his shoulder. Mike could smell him lean in. “And don’t worry. My parents have the kids covered with Cyndi and Ellie, and we’ll keep your parents in check.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Mike whispered back.

“But we will. We’re here for you. You call the shots.”

“Does that mean I’m the man in charge?” Mike rasped.

Dylan just laughed.

He heard his Ma and Pa say good bye, then felt Laura and Dylan’s presences recede, the pulse of blood and bone turning into a bass drum that beat through his body. Brain buzzing with worry and fear about Mike Bournham, body working on mending, and heart doing the two-step as it tried to make sense of seeing his parents, Mike found himself counting holes in the ceiling tiles.

It reminded him of the stars he’d counted hours ago, trapped on his back at the shore.

 




Chapter Twenty-two

 

Lydia

 

Not once in their years together had her guys experienced a medical emergency. They’d had common colds and Jeremy tended toward bad cases of “mansick” when the little germies got him. Once, Mike had acquired food poisoning from a bad lobster. She’d had horrible periods and strep throat twice.

But the kind of emergency that lands you in the ER? No. Lydia hadn’t set foot in a hospital since her grandmother’s heart attack.

And now she was standing in front of a neurologist who calmly tried to explain what had happened to Mike, the words seizure and CT scan and MRI and God, no—brain bleed—washing over her like words from someone else’s life. Someone else’s horror.

Someone else’s tragedy.

Jeremy’s arm was loose about her shoulders, his hair still wet, his skin grimy with sand that stuck to her shirt. Lydia stared at the doctor’s mouth and tried to make the words sink in.

“So it’s just wait and see?” Jeremy asked, visibly paling as he spoke.

The doctor nodded. Lydia didn’t know him. 

“We may need to life-flight him to Portland,” the doctor added.

Life flight.

Portland.

Brain bleed.

No.

Just...no. This was not real.

“How did this happen?” she asked, skin flushing from her toes to her scalp, the feeling uncomfortable and screwy.

“We think he experienced multiple blows against rocks as he rolled down the cliff. We don’t have an exact answer, though,” the doctor replied. A beeper on his belt went off. He looked at it, glanced up, caught the eye of someone behind her, and nodded.

“I can try to help,” said a man’s voice behind them.

She turned, startled, to find Alex Derjian standing there, compassionate brown eyes bounding between her and Jeremy. 

“If you need me to liaise with the staff, I can do my best.” His words tapered off, and in that winding down, Lydia heard the truth.

The real truth.

This was bad.

“Your wedding!” she groaned, clinging to the one topic she could handle. “You should be back at the campground enjoying your last night with Josie.”

Alex arched one eyebrow. She felt Jeremy pull away from her and the two men exchanged a questioning look.

“Lydia,” Jeremy said, his voice soft and low.

“You should go back to the campground,” she said firmly, mind darting through the to-do lists. “Get ready for your wedding.”

“I don’t think there’s going to be a wedding,” Alex said.

“Why not?” Laura asked, appearing to their right, Dylan with her, an older couple flanking them. Lydia dimly remembered them from earlier in the evening. One of the grooms’ parents? Unexpected last-minute guests Sandy had scrambled to house for the event.

“For obvious reasons,” Alex replied.

“You and Josie don’t have to postpone just because of Mike!” Laura glanced at Lydia and Jeremy. “My Mike, I mean.”

“We can discuss this later,” Alex said tightly.

“You are not canceling the damned wedding!” Lydia snapped. “My mother didn’t go to all that work just so the wedding can fall apart like, like—” She couldn’t breathe, her breath coming out in great big whoops, like there wasn’t enough oxygen to fuel all the feelings inside.

Alex frowned, sharing a quizzical look with Laura.

“Lydia.” Jeremy only had to say her name once before she spiraled into sobs, his arms pulling her closer, the chill from his wet clothes of no consequence. She needed to cling to him, to be anchored to someone in a world where her other someone had an injury so bad his brain was bleeding.

Bleeding.

Mike was suffering and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to help him.

All she could do was wait.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to do this. How do you do this? How do you just sit and wait in agony until someone comes and tells you whether one of the people you love most in the world is...is....”

Luke.

The memory of learning that her brother, Luke, was dead came roaring into her memory. There had been no waiting. No wondering. A visit from uniformed men had been their only sign that something was wrong, a finality that was too grim to imagine—until it happened to them.

Mike wasn’t dead. Mike wasn’t Luke.

Mike was not going to die.

“Thank you,” Jeremy said to Alex. The rumble of his words passed through Lydia’s body like she was his throat. “I think what we need is as much information as possible, and they don’t seem to have much of that.”

“Sometimes the best medicine is time,” Alex replied. “Short of a surgical intervention, the neuro needs to watch and wait.”

“Brain surgery?” Lydia gasped.

“No, no, Lyd. We don’t know that’s necessary.” She felt Jeremy’s chin lift up from the top of her head, imagined him looking at Alex and asking what she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

Was it necessary?

“He’ll be fine,” Laura said firmly. “He will. And when he recovers, I’ll be the first in line behind you two. I need to give that man a hug and thank him a thousand times. You too, Jeremy.”

“Me?”

“Without you and Mike, my Mike wouldn’t be here,” she said, her voice breaking into little pieces of glass that Lydia could hear dropping onto the linoleum floor.

“Oh, Laura,” Lydia said, pulling away from Jeremy and hugging her, the two of them openly sobbing. She saw Alex and Jeremy huddle, heads together as they murmured, and then they both disappeared down a hallway toward a set of vending machines.

“I’m so sorry,” Laura whispered. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Lydia gasped into her soft shoulder, Laura’s embrace so much like Sandy’s. “Mike did what he did because he’s Mike. I’d expect nothing less of him. Mike found your guy in the beach and was determined to get him to safety. Jeremy says he just slipped.”

“I know,” Laura sniffed, still holding Lydia tight. “I’m just...I’m sorry. I’m sorry anyone got hurt at all.”

“Me, too. And your wedding—”

“Fuck my wedding.”

Lydia laughed in surprise. “My mom would love that one.”

“Fuck the wedding?” Sandy’s surprised words made Lydia yelp. “Why are we fucking the wedding?”

“Mom!”

“What? I can’t say ‘fuck’?”

Lydia gaped at Sandy.

“How’s Mike?”

“He’s fine,” Laura said, then her face went blank. “Oh. You meant Mike Bournham.”

“Both of them?” Sandy asked.

“My Mike is fine. A few broken bones and bruises. Mike Bournham, though...”

Lydia’s heart tightened at the truth Laura spoke. Sandy gave her a look of alarm.

“Seizures, Mom. He’s having seizures. And a brain bleed, and they might have to life flight him to Portland. He hit his head on a bunch of rocks as he rolled down.”

“Oh, baby,” Sandy said, her throat moving with emotion, her eyes narrowing with sympathy. The feel of Sandy’s hands smoothing her hair and wiping her tears made Lydia cry even harder.

“W-w-we don’t know what’s happening,” Lydia wailed, just as Jeremy and Alex appeared, carrying coffee trays filled with cups.

“Shhhhhh,” Sandy soothed. “I’m here. Mike will be fine. It might be rough for a while, but I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

Lydia saw the look Jeremy and Alex shared. It was a look that said Mike was anything but fine.

Her mind raced with all of the possibilities she’d pushed aside, so sure of the future that she’d sacrificed the present. After Laura, Mike and Dylan had reached out to Escape Shores Campground, her little threesome had been shaken ever so slightly by the reality that another triad—happy, stable, and with two billionaires—was planning a wedding, and that the three were raising children together.

Children.

Mike had asked Lydia what she’d thought about having kids—someday.

Every conversation involved someday. What arrogance they’d had, assuming that someday stretched out before them, taken for granted, presumed to be there for as long as they needed.

Stupid. She felt so stupid. Bereft and aching, filled with regret, her mind flashing through all the times Mike had asked for sex and she’d been too tired. The night-kayaking invitations she’d turned down. The hundreds of tiny offers from him to do something boring and domestic that she’d turned down because...why?

Because it was inconvenient. Because she was doing something else. Because she was busy. Because they lived a life where she’d always assumed she could do that thing with him next time.

She took next time as a given.

And now next time was suddenly in question.

“I am so stupid,” Lydia whispered, thinking about that day long ago at Bournham Industries, her job orientation workshop, how it had felt to see the Michael Bournham. That man was down a hallway right now, fighting for his life with blood pouring into parts of his beautiful brain.

His beautiful soul.

“You’re not stupid, honey. No, no,” Sandy whispered back.

“I thought we had the rest of our lives. I wish I’d—oh, Mom, he can’t die.”

There. She’d said it. 

Jeremy happened to walk up to her, holding two coffees, at the moment she blurted out the words. Shock poured into his features like a computer animator coloring a character.

“He’s dying?”

Lydia shook her head. “I don’t know. No one’s said anything. But I’m afraid he might. God, Jeremy, what if Mike dies?”

Sandy extracted herself from Lydia’s arms, pivoted, took the coffees from Jeremy, and gave Jeremy a look that would have made Lydia laugh if she weren’t crying. His wet, warm chest pressed against her cheek as he held her.

She was being passed around like an inconsolable child.

Which was just fine with her.

“Mike won’t die,” Jeremy mumbled into her hair. “He has to become a billionaire and beat me, and he’s a stubborn asshole. He won’t die without having a bigger net worth.”

Lydia choked out a laugh.

“And besides—he has too much to live for.” Jeremy’s arms squeezed her tighter.

We all do, she thought. But fate didn’t care about our feelings. It just did its job. No one could stop what was about to happen to Mike. The doctors would do their best, but....

Her shaky sigh trapped her warm breath in Jeremy’s thin cotton shirt. She clung to him.

“You saved him,” Lydia mumbled against Jeremy’s broad chest.

“I didn’t do a damn thing,” he muttered back.

“You did,” she insisted. As their relationship had deepened, Lydia had learned how self-effacing Jeremy could be. He wasn’t like any other man she’d ever met. He didn’t need the spotlight. Actively shied away from it. He hated responsibility but loved her and Mike with a fierce, unwavering loyalty that she found breathtaking when stolen moments let her mind wander.

She and Mike seemed to be exceptions in Jeremy’s devil-may-care world.

And as time passed, their triad became a rule.

Jeremy’s rule.

“Mike will be fine. He’s tough and hard and there’s no way he’s going out like this.” She could hear the emotion in his voice and it made more tears come. 

“I hate that we can’t do anything.”

“We are, Lydia. We’re here. He knows that.”

“How?”

Jeremy’s soft palms cradled her jaw, tipping her face up to meet his pained eyes. “Because he just does. The same way I know you and Mike will be right there with me through thick and thin.” His voice cut off the last word, eyes going wide with panic and grief, and with the dawning recognition that he really meant his words. She knew he had a depth to him that shocked him to acknowledge. Watching Jeremy come into his own, emotionally, had been a privilege. Sharing her life with him these past few years felt like a gift.

And fate was reneging on that present right now.

“Michael Bournham’s family?” A grey-haired man in a wrinkled lab coat, stethoscope poking out of a breast pocket, walked into the tiny waiting room.

“That’s us,” Jeremy asserted.

“You’re his brother?”

“Yes,” Jeremy lied. Lydia didn’t correct him, because really—what was the point?

“We administered emergency care to him—”

Lydia felt faint and slumped against Jeremy, who stiffened.

“—and the seizure stopped before we even did the first CT scan—”

First CT scan?

“He’s stable now. Sedated, but stable. Mr. Bournham has a hairline skull fracture behind the right ear. It triggered a brain bleed, but so far, the bleeding seems to be under control. We don’t want to send him to Portland just yet. Not until he’s been stable for longer, and if his condition improves, we might not even need to transport him.”

“Can you repeat that? Because all I heard was cracked skull and brain is bleeding and then the lambs began screaming in my head,” Jeremy said.

“He means,” Alex said from behind them, “that the seizures stopped, Mike has a skull fracture, and he’s stable now.”

“Not out of the woods,” the doctor elaborated. “Not yet. But certainly better than he was when he came in.”

Lydia felt all the air inside her make a hasty retreat.

“Can we see him?” she asked.

“He’s sedated. He can’t respond. He’s in the Intensive Care Unit, and there’s limited visitation.”

“I just need to see him, even for just a minute.” she pleaded, knowing how pathetic she sounded. She didn’t care.

Alex and the doctor shared a look, and then his hand was on Lydia’s shoulder. “I’ll go in with you, if it helps.”

All she could do was nod.

“Thanks,” Jeremy said.

The walk down the hallway to the elevators felt like she was on her way to a morgue. Her mind raced to remember her last words with Mike. They’d been on the phone, just a short time ago, as he informed her of Mike Pine’s condition. What had they said to each other last? Was she angry? Had she said I love you?

What if the last words she ever said to Mike weren’t I love you? The thought was unbearable. 

Utterly unbearable.

The doctor followed them onto the elevator and pushed a button Lydia couldn’t read, tears blinding her. Jeremy stayed right next to her, touching her, a pillar of support. She knew he was churning inside, too, and she should ask him how he was, but she couldn’t. Her own fears were too big to manage.

How could she take on his?

“He’s a fighter,” Jeremy whispered in her ear. His voice was low and gritty, so unlike Jeremy’s normal tone that she looked at Alex and the doctor first, thinking one of them had spoken.

“What?”

“Mike. Mike’s a fighter. He won’t let that damn cliff win.”

The elevator doors opened before she could answer, and they faced a short hall with a set of double doors marked ICU.

Her knees turned to jelly.

This was real. Mike was in there in a hospital bed, in bad enough shape to be in ICU and not be moved, and she was about to get one minute to see him and try to convey the thousands of ways that she loved him so dearly. Words and hand squeezes and looks couldn’t possibly communicate it all.

Why hadn’t she said more, done more, shown more when she could?

Stop it, she thought. Stop it. You’ll have your say when he’s better. 

If, another voice whispered, like an evil snake slithering between her fears. If he wakes up.

“When!” she barked, the force of the thought so strong she spoke aloud.

“When what?” the doctor asked, his hand on the square steel panel to push the door button.

“When, uh, will he be able to go home?”

Alex and the doctor gave each other another maddening look.

“We’ll see,” is all Alex said, as the whoosh and beep of machines designed to keep fragile human bodies alive filled Lydia’s senses. Everyone spoke in a hushed tone. Nurses walked with a tense air, as if ready to pivot on a dime.

And some part of Lydia died right here. Right now.

They’d never had a trip to the hospital when her brother had died. Just the damn uniformed officers.

“Mike is going to be fine,” Jeremy said, his arm around her, voice squeezed through gritted teeth, as if he were angry at her thoughts. “Let’s go see him.”

The ICU rooms weren’t really rooms. More like three-quarter walls of glass facing a nurse’s station. She spotted Mike immediately and she felt faint.

Mike’s head was wrapped in white gauze, his body under a thin sheet and blanket, monitors hooked up to him, an IV dripping into the crook of one elbow. His eyes were closed and his face bore the scrapes and cuts of a man who had tumbled thirty feet down a sharp cliff.

He looked as bad as it had sounded when Jeremy described the mess from outside, on the shore.

His heart rate was in the eighties. His chest rose and fell with a reassurance that made her own breath come in sharp bursts. Mike was so virile, so athletic and commanding in his body, that seeing him in a hospital bed, suspended between life and...a word she couldn’t think about...made it feel surreal.

That was the Mike she knew.

And yet he was right here, right now, fighting for himself because he really was her Mike. He’d hurt himself trying to save someone.

That was her Michael Bournham.

She reached the bed and brushed one fingertip against the back of Mike’s hand, avoiding the wires and tubes. His thumb moved slightly, and she slid her fingers into his open palm, just enough to feel how cold his hands were. One fingernail was cut, deeply, and she saw the scratches peppering the skin along his forearm. He hadn’t been here long enough to be washed, bits of sand and dirt on his non-injured skin so different from the sterile environment.

She took a deep breath and rested her bottom gently on the bed beside his hip, reaching up to gently touch his cheek. 

He jolted.

“He’s sedated, and he likely won’t talk,” the doctor said in a soothing, but neutral voice. She knew he didn’t want to offer false hope.

“I don’t care. I’ll do all the talking for him,” Lydia whispered, a tear trickling down her cheek and over the edge of her lip, the salty intrusion a reminder that fear does, indeed, have a taste.

“How is he? Really?” Jeremy asked the doctor, who began a litany of issues that barely registered for Lydia. She knew that later, back at home, she would cry in Jeremy’s arms and he would fumble to say all the right things. But he would. And in the space that fear creates, he would recite whatever the doctor was saying right now, only Jeremy would shape it to reassure.

What mattered most in this moment was that Mike knew she was here.

That he should fight.

That he couldn’t leave her and Jeremy. Not like this.

Standing slightly, she leaned toward his face, her lips pressing against one of the few bare spots on his cool forehead, his warm breath the only kiss he could give. He could feel her, right? Sense her presence and know she loved him so much it was like a new self who lived inside her, taking up residence within her heart, settling in for the long haul. 

You can’t die, she thought, the words like hammers pounding between them, meant to make it very clear to whatever part of Mike could feel her that dying was unacceptable. 

Not permitted.

Absolutely off the table.

Resolute, she realized what she needed to do next. If time was their best friend, she had to buy time. Rubbing her hand on his gritty forearm, she touched him everywhere she could, keeping social niceties in mind. If she imprinted herself on as much of his skin as possible, maybe love could wiggle its way into him, alter his DNA, and she could bury a piece of herself inside him.

And she wasn’t planning on dying today, so neither would he.

Someone appeared with a set of images, and Lydia struggled to find the words. Xrays. MRIs. Radiology. The doctor huddled with Alex over images held up to the fluorescent light, murmuring together in a language she didn’t speak. Her face was inches from Mike’s eyes looking at every hair, every pore, memorizing the lines of his face, remembering his sapphire eyes and how they looked when she was the only object of their attention.

She would be, again.

Soon.

But she had no control over how soon.

Alex and the doctor said something to Jeremy, then stepped out of the room.

“Mike,” she whispered. “Come back. Come back. We’re here. We love you. I love you. God, I love you so much. You can’t...you can’t go. You can’t. Stay away from all those stupid lights that draw you away.”

“Go away from the light, Carol Ann!” Jeremy said in falsetto, making Lydia jerk with surprise and turn around with a death glare in her eyes.

“He can’t die today, but you keep that up and you will!” she snapped.

Jeremy’s sheepish grin did nothing to reduce her anger. “Sorry. But the doctor has good news.”

“What?”

“Mike’s doing so well they’re removing sedation. He’ll probably wake up in the next hour or so.”

“Really?”

Jeremy nodded. “And then I can make all the poltergeist jokes I want.”

“Jeremy!”

“Look, Lyd. I’m barely holding it together here, too. Mike would laugh if he were awake.”

“No, he wouldn’t! He’d scowl at you and tell you what an ass you are!”

“And then he’d laugh.”

She had to concede. He would.

“I’m not leaving if he’s waking up in an hour,” she declared. “And I don’t care what the nurses and doctors say. Visiting hours don’t count when you’re family.”

“If it’s going to take an hour, baby, let’s go get some food and coffee so we’re in better shape for him when he wakes up.”

Baby. Jeremy didn’t call her little names like that. She looked at him through new eyes, realizing she’d completely taken his presence for granted. Mike was his best friend. They’d known each other for years before they’d met her. He must be hurting so much, too. She reached out and felt his wet shirt, her hand sliding up to cup his jaw, fingertips wetted by his soaked hair, which hung in curls around his face.

A face filled with anguish.

“Oh, Jeremy,” she said, pulling him to her, seeking to comfort him for the first time tonight. He’d been out there with Mike. Had watched him fall. Had dutifully helped get Mike Pine the rest of the way up that cliff, and then gone right back down for his best friend. 

“You’re a hero,” she whispered.

He sputtered, his chest spasming with something between laughter and a sob. “I’m anything but.”

“You are,” she crooned, and then they melted into each other. Their heartbeats synced as she felt the contours of muscle, soaked through the cotton of his shirt. She traced the long arms, his broad shoulders, the curl of lats and ribs, and found herself lost in the sheer presence of her love. This wasn’t sensual, and certainly not erotic.

It was more.

“We need to take care of ourselves so we can take care of Mike,” he murmured in her ear. His steady, centered calm made her rise to the occasion.

Who knew that Jeremy, of all people, could be such a rock?

“Right,” she answered, pulling away, and adding, “and we need to call my mom to ask her to bring you some dry clothes.”

He looked down, plucking his wet shirt from his abs. “That would be nice.”

“Your wish is my command,” said a voice filled with gravel and love.

Lydia turned toward the sound. “Grandma? What are you doing here?”

Madge stood at the doorway to the ICU, holding a duffel bag. “Your mom sent me. Meribeth’s back at the campground with Ed, who is sleeping. Sandy asked me to come check on you two, and we invaded your cabin and found some clothes for Jeremy. Nice sex toy collection in your top drawer,” she added, giving Jeremy a conspirator’s wink.

Alex happened to end his conversation with the doctor at that exact moment and walk over. He paled at Madge’s words. 

“Don’t worry,” she cracked, looking up at him. “I’m not talking about your grandpa’s sex toy collection.” She thumbed toward Jeremy. “I’m talking about his.”

“Small comfort,” Alex replied.

Jeremy snorted and took the duffel bag from Madge, leaning way down to plant a kiss on her desiccated cheek. “Thank you.”

“Thank you. You’re the hero.”

Hearing Lydia’s words echoed by her grandmother made Jeremy’s face turn a furious red. Lydia cocked an eyebrow and sent a silent message.

See? You really are.

He turned away and loped down the hall toward the men’s room.

“Any news?” Madge asked Alex, quietly pulling Lydia in for a side hug. She smelled like Grandma. There was no way to describe it. It was just the scent of Madge.

“He’s increasingly stable, which is good. The real concern is whether he has more seizures. There’s swelling in the brain.”

Madge frowned. “Could there be brain damage?”

She always was a realist. Lydia’s body began to buzz at the words. Brain damage. Brain damage. Oh, God, no.

Alex gave Lydia the side-eye and answered tightly, “There’s no way to know at this point.”

A sound of torture came from Lydia’s throat, completely unexpected, and she couldn’t stop it. Brain damage. Seizures. ICU. This was not her life. This just wasn’t.

And that wasn’t Mike in there.

It couldn’t be.

“But—wha—how—what do you mean, brain damage?” She felt the hysteria in her words, the sentence itself vibrating as it passed between her lips, setting the rest of her body into a tremor she couldn’t control.

“No one knows,” Alex said in a soothing voice. He looked at Madge. “Let’s not borrow trouble.”

Lydia nodded. “He’s going to be fine.”

“Better than fine,” Madge added, but Lydia could hear the doubt in her voice.

Grandma was the biggest realist out there.

And while normally Lydia could join her in Realityland, right now she wanted to live in the Denial Province. She needed to think that there was no other possible outcome than full recovery. Desperation made her block out any thought of Mike not coming back to her, whole and complete.

Completely Mike.

“It’s a game of time,” Alex said as Jeremy came back, wearing old jeans with holes in the knees, a long-sleeved red t-shirt, and a blue fleece jacket. His hair was still wet but he looked infinitely more at ease.

“What’s a game of time?” Jeremy asked.

“Waiting for results on Mike.”

“Something new?”

“No.”

“Well, that’s good,” Jeremy said with a relieved sigh. “At this point, no news is good news, right?”

Lydia hadn’t thought of it that way.

“Shouldn’t you be back at the campground, getting ready for your wedding tomorrow? Josie must be a mess,” Madge said kindly to Alex.

“Wedding?” Alex’s face went blank, then he made a sound of of recognition. “That’s right. The wedding.” He put his hand on Madge’s shoulder and looked at her. “I think the wedding needs to be postponed.”

“No!” Lydia cried. “You can still get married!”

“One of the grooms is in the hospital, and your Mike is in ICU. No one feels like celebrating right now.”

His words stung. “But my mom! And all the work she’s put into this!”

“It’s fine,” Madge said. “In the morning, we’ll know so much more.”

“I wouldn’t feel right having a big party in the middle of all this,” Alex said softly.

“And Mike would be horrified to think that his injury ruined the most important day of your life!” Lydia shouted, her volume making nurses shush her. “You can’t do that to him!”

Alex reached for her shoulders and gently turned her away from the ICU door, Jeremy on her other side, the two of them ushering her away. The hysteria that tinged everything was at full throttle now, and Lydia didn’t recognize herself. Where was her cool, rational mind?

It was injured, just like Mike’s, except she didn’t have a brain bleed.

It was her heart that bled.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, as Jeremy pulled her to his chest, the fleece’s zipper scraping against her cheek. He made her walk, slowly, away from ICU, down a small hall and into a room with a few chairs and an ancient coffee pot.

“No need. You love him. I love him. We’re all freaked out.”

A warmth infused her. Jeremy had never said those words about Mike before. She knew he loved him, but this was different.

“Do you want to go back and talk to him?” she asked, the thought striking her suddenly.

Jeremy just blinked rapidly, with no expression.

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “I do.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Alex said, looking at the coffee pot with a miserable expression. It looked like molasses at the bottom. “I’ll make a fresh pot.”

Jeremy gave Lydia an extra squeeze and left. Madge took his spot against Lydia, holding her.

“He can’t die,” Lydia whispered into Madge’s shoulder, finally able to say the words to someone with Jeremy out of the room. “I love him too much. We love him too much.”

“Oh, honey. He knows. He knows.” Madge’s dry, wrinkled palms smoothed Lydia’s hair, caressing her cheek. “And he’ll be fine,” she declared.

“How do you know?”

“I don’t.”

“Then how can you say that?”

“Because it’s what you say when you don’t know.”

“Grandma,” Lydia groaned. “I don’t want to be shined on.”

“Yes, you do.”

Lydia startled. Grandma was right.

“And Alex,” Madge added. “That is one shitass coffee machine. We need to run to WalMart and get a new one as a donation. You drive here?”

“No. Rode in the ambulance.”

Madge reached inside her pocket and tossed him a set of keys. “Go to the store.” She barked out the address while reaching into her purse to take cash. “Buy a new coffee maker. Get some decent coffee and snacks. It’s going to be a long night.”

Alex gave Madge a perplexed look, but obeyed her orders. A corner of Lydia’s mouth turned up. She knew exactly what Alex felt like. Grandma had that effect on people. You just did what you were told, even if you weren’t sure why you were doing it.

And Grandma’s orders always made any situation better.

“Will do,” he said, giving Lydia a sympathetic smile as he left, leaving her in Grandma’s arms, Jeremy with Mike.

She wondered what he was saying right now.

 




Chapter Twenty-three

 

Jeremy

 

“You can’t fucking die, okay? That’s off the table, you asshole.”

Jeremy was glad he was alone with Mike, because he knew anyone who overheard him would think he was a sick, twisted, soulless person.

And they’d only be half wrong.

“You hear me, Mike? I know you do. You’re just playing possum. You’re doing this to get Lydia’s attention. You were complaining the other day that she spent more time with me last week. This is one hell of a way to get her to focus on you.”

Nothing. Mike’s steady breath was reassuring, but Jeremy didn’t see eye movement under the closed eyelids. Wake up, damn it. 

Wake up and be Mike.

He hadn’t said a word to Lydia about his biggest fear, aside from death: brain damage. What if Mike woke up and wasn’t Mike? What if he came through all of this significantly altered? Their threesome relationship was a steady balance of personalities. The years together had forged an alliance between the three of them, checks and balances, strengths and weaknesses all carefully calibrated.

Change one person and...what? What would the future look like?

He reached for Mike’s hand, splaying his other palm against Mike’s chest, feeling a wire under the sheets and blanket. When Madge had her heart attack a few years ago, he’d been loath to come to the hospital, the reminder of his own mother’s death too much.

Now he was sitting with his best friend, his intimate partner of so many years, and it wasn’t fair.

It wasn’t fucking fair.

Jeremy had taken more than his share of risks in all his years of traveling around the world. He’d been in a bus that slid off a treacherous maintain road in Guatemala. Been jailed a few too many times in Thailand for sexual...indiscretions. He’d been mugged too many times to count in Southeast Asia and Central America, and had even been in a taxi crash that ended with chickens shitting all over his back in Peru.

He’d take every one of those moments in triplicate if he could save Mike.

“We’re reducing the sedative,” a nurse said quietly from behind him, the sound making him jump. Deep in his own thoughts—which involved curious mental images of people he’d slept with on his travels—he didn’t hear her approach.

She fiddled with some machines, a process Jeremy couldn’t even begin to understand. He’d never been good with things. He was great with code, though, and that’s how he’d made his first millions, happily stuck behind a computer screen for eighteen-hour days, writing feverishly to produce the next great tech invention.

And he’d cashed out from the dot-com boom for a life of cheap luxury.

The nurse finished up and he flashed her a grateful, tired smile, his stomach growling ferociously.

As he turned to look back at Mike, his swore he saw movement under the eyelids.

And then...nothing.

The machines whirred and hummed with precision. Mike was resting and stable. Jeremy looked at him. In repose, Mike looked so grave. So serious. Without those bright blue eyes boring into him, Jeremy couldn’t get a read on Mike. Was he in pain? Was he inside this prone body, stuck between life and death?

Or was there enough brain activity for Mike to even be able to deliberate?

Taking Alex at his word was hard. Time really was their friend now, but time had a funny way of being a little bit of a bastard.

Especially in emergencies like this.

“Wake up, damn it. I mean it. You did a good thing out there tonight. A great thing. Mike Pine is fine, thanks to you. People keep calling me a hero. I hate it. You’re the hero, Mike. You. You found him, you got him most the way up the mountain, you sacrificed yourself for him. I just bumbled along and did what you said. That’s who we are, right? You lead. I follow.”

Jeremy’s throat tightened. Fuck. He couldn’t cry. Crying was not an option.

Did Mike’s eyes flutter? He couldn’t tell as his vision blurred.

Someone behind him cleared her throat. He turned to find Lydia there, her eyes bouncing between Mike and Jeremy.

“Need company?”

“I have company,” Jeremy said pointedly, looking at Mike.

“I didn’t mean...”

“I know.” He sighed and realized his eyes were perilously close to spilling over. 

Lydia’s brow lowered, then her eyes widened with surprise. “Jeremy, are you...”

“Crying?” Might as well admit to it. “Yeah.”

“Wow.”

“Just a little.”

“You don’t have to defend it.”

“If I were defending it, I wouldn’t have owned up to it.”

She peered at him. “Good point.”

“Mike is an ass,” he blurted out.

“Is that what you said to him?”

God, she knew him so well. Too well.

Creepily well.

“Something like that.”

“Bet it was worse than that.”

Shit. Caught.

“He needs to be told what an idiot he was, going all hero on everyone.”

“If you’re yelling at him, shouldn’t you yell at yourself?”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re a hero, too.”

“QUIT SAYING THAT!” he rasped, sounding like a demon answering. “I can’t stand it. Why does everyone keep saying that?”

She recoiled with shock. “Why?”

“Because it’s not true! If I were a hero, none of this would have happened! He’s here with his fucking head bandaged and his brain swollen from bashing against more than one rock and he’s having seizures! Jesus, Lydia, how can people run around calling me a hero when this is the result?” He pointed at Mike, his arm outstretched, the ache in his heart bubbling up through his throat to become an angry lashing out. “What the hell?”

“Mike’s condition doesn’t make you less of a hero for acting the way you did.”

Mike’s condition makes me less of a human being, Lydia!” he groaned, letting his emotions overflow. “He’s in that bed and I couldn’t stop him from slipping and now I’m fine—fine!—and he’s a prisoner in his swollen brain and I’m here on the outside, looking at him and wondering if he’s going to leave me, too.”

“Leave you?” Her words rang in the air like a gong.

He closed his eyes, the fight in him gone, the words like a blade to the soul.

So that’s what this was about.

He was terrified of being left behind.

Again.

“Oh!” Her little exclamation made it clear she got it. “This is about your parents, isn’t it?”

She really did get him.

“I guess so,” he muttered. “I don’t really understand it.”

“Mike’s your best friend. You don’t want him to leave.”

“I don’t want him to die, Lydia. When people die, they just go. They’re gone. And you’re left alone. Completely alone. All that work—poof! Gone.”

“Work?”

“The relationship. The back-and-forth. The finding of people who are worth your time, and who think you’re worth their time, too. The tiny little disclosures that become a dance of trust. is this person worth showing the real me to? Are they going to hurt me if I reveal myself? And then the pain of rejection or the relief of understanding.”

“What does that have to do with—”

“People don’t get to that inner circle with me, Lydia. My parents were the first, but that’s because they were my parents. They loved me. Mike was the second. You’re the third. That’s it. That’s my core identity. And my parents are gone, so it’s just you and Mike.” He turned and looked at Mike. “And if you fucking die, I’ll hate you forever.”

“He can’t hear you.”

And just then, because Michael Bournham was exactly the type to prove someone wrong out of sheer determination, his eyes opened.

 

 

Alex

 

He had his marching orders, and as Alex walked outside to discover the rain had stopped, he took a cleansing breath. The antibacterial cream and bandages on his arm prickled with pain, but it was nothing compared to what the two Mikes were going through.

Luck had a whole new meaning to Alex tonight.

The past few hours ticked through his mind like those old flipbooks from his childhood. Josie walking in on Dylan, Mike and Laura having sex. Dragging Josie away. Calming her down. Talking to his mom about some minor wedding detail. Chatting with his aunts and grandpa. Greeting Trevor and Joe. Urging Darla to go find Josie and talk to her on the shore. Being approached by Laura and Dylan with their worry for Mike.

The search party. The cliff. Hand-pulling the rope up to get Mike Pine out of danger at the very end. The sickening feeling of watching Mike Bournham slide, foot by foot, rock by rock, down that damn cliff.

His arms throbbed with the raw memory of it all.

And then his Doctor Brain had kicked into high gear.

Alex entered a kind of magical flow when a medical emergency unfolded before him. He had no words to describe it. It just was. The concept of a being called Alex dissolved, turning him into atoms and cells that moved in concert with whatever the world demanded in order to return a situation to normal, to get an injured person back to homeostasis.

Births were different. Softer. Sweeter and more about giving nature the time it needed to unfold and let the baby come when the baby was ready. Emergencies in births made him shift instantly into medical combat mode, though, a pairing of states of self that Alex found jarring, but that got easier as time passed.

Right now, he was trying to go back to being Alex.

Whatever that meant.

“Hey. You didn’t answer my texts.” Josie appeared behind him, her voice warm on the cold wind. He turned to find her rumpled and wet, looking up at him with puppy-dog eyes that said everything he was feeling.

All he could do was reach for her. She let him, her tight hug giving him strength.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured into her hair, which tasted like the ocean. “I had to help Lydia and Jeremy with ICU, and then Madge asked me to go to the store.”

“I know. Madge found me and told me to come with you. She got Laura to go and sit with Lydia for a while, until they called Lydia in to see Mike with Jeremy. They’re all together now. And I needed to be with you.” Her voice thickened with emotion, which made his throat tighten.

“I need you, too,” he said, the words so true.

“God, Alex, what if that had been you? You pulled on the rope. One misstep and you could have gone down the hill with Mike Bournham.”

The thought never occurred to him. He let out a small sound of acknowledgment.

“And your hands.”

“Fuck my hands. I needed to help Jeremy.”

“I know.”

The “but” she didn’t say hung in the air between them, suspended by exhaustion of fears of a scenario that never happened.

To them.

But was happening to Jeremy and Lydia and Mike Bournham right this very moment.

“Is Bournham going to be okay?” He knew what she was really asking, and it just added to his sense of fatigue. People did this. They weren’t actually asking whether the patient would recover.

They were asking him to predict the future.

“I don’t know.” He answered with the truth.

She nodded. Unlike most people, Josie knew to stop there.

Over her shoulder, Alex spotted Madge’s car. “Let’s talk on the drive.” By the time they were settled in the front seat, heat blasting, Alex’s phone turned into a GPS that said the drive would be eleven minutes long, he felt more himself.

“We can’t have the wedding tomorrow,” Josie declared. “We just can’t. Not like this.”

“Mike’s determined to see it through.”

“Which Mike? Oh, wait,” Josie backpedaled. “Duh. Mike Pine. Will he be released soon?”

“Probably in the morning. He has some broken bones and scrapes, but nothing that stops him from going home after a night of observation.”

“And he still wants to have the ceremony tomorrow. Laura said he’s adamant, unless the rest of us think it would be in poor taste,” Josie whispered. 

Poor taste. The image of Michael Bournham seizing in the back of the ambulance overlaid against the words as Alex drove. And yet Lydia’s anger at the suggestion that they postpone echoed what Josie was saying about Mike Pine’s wishes.

“I think we’ll have to wait for morning to know what to do.”

Josie looked at the dashboard clock. 12:49 a.m. “Morning’s coming sooner than we think.”

Alex did Time Math, a kind of calculation that anyone who works long shifts uses constantly. “The ceremony’s supposed to be at four p.m. tomorrow. We have plenty of time.”

“We’ll be zombies at our own wedding.”

“That might not be so bad,” he joked.

“Do you care whether we have the ceremony or not?” she asked.

Alex froze. Was this one of those loaded questions where Josie had a “right” answer in mind, and he was supposed to guess? Or was this a question where his actual opinion counted?

He took a giant chance and guessed the latter. Over time, their relationship had led to more and more of his opinion counting.

“I genuinely don’t care. The wedding isn’t about the ceremony for me. It’s about being married to you for the rest of my life. We could accomplish that with a quickie courthouse ceremony. I’m fine with all the craziness of this double wedding here at this campground, but given the circumstances...” He didn’t finish the thought, the GPS interrupting him to insist he turn right.

A big WalMart sign greeted them.

“We should have just eloped,” Josie said with a sigh, reaching across the car to rest her hand on his knee. “Would have been so much easier.”

“We can’t turn back time.”

“Who are you? Cher?”

His laughter felt good as he pulled into the nearly-empty parking lot, the dull glow of store lights shining on the freshly-wet asphalt.

“What the hell does Madge have you buying, anyway?”

“Condoms. For our wedding night.”

That stopped Josie in her tracks. “WHAT?”

He smirked.

She punched his shoulder.

Maybe homeostasis could be achieved after all.

One coffee machine, two cans of ground coffee, one quart of Josie’s favorite creamer, and a variety of snack foods chosen for maximum protein and minimal sugar and they were at the checkout line, stuck behind a woman who was slow as molasses.

Josie nudged him. “Check out what she’s buying.”

A box of condoms. A jar of coconut oil. Two My Little Pony plush toys. A bag of rubber bands. A jar of Nutella the size of his head. A shrink-wrapped European cucumber.

And a giant tube of Preparation H.

He shot Josie a warning look that said, Don’t you say a word.

She just snorted.

He loved her so much.

A wave of appreciation washed over him. He had her. Right here, right now, joking in the checkout aisle, an intimate and domestic moment. Week in and week out they lived together, their work lives separate, the home hours just a series of stolen moments together meant to create a life.

She wasn’t in an ICU bed right now, her brain being monitored by a team of specialists. She wasn’t in a different hospital bed, bones set and casted, body bruised and shredded.

She was here.

She was his.

He checked himself, shoving the rising tide of overwhelming angst into a box inside. He would not fall apart in front of a WalMart cashier in downeast Maine.

“You okay?” Josie whispered, her voice not quite reaching his ear. She was so tiny, so short.

“Fine.” He fought to keep his voice calm. Alex slid his credit card through the machine, finished the transaction, and grabbed the large box for the coffeemaker, Josie carrying the rest.

By the time they were settled in the front seat of Madge’s car, he turned to Josie and pulled her into his arms abruptly, needing to smell her, craving her warmth, turning her into a touchstone. An anchor.

“You too?” she asked.

“Me too—what?”

“You feel it. The clawing desperation and the guilt that comes with being relieved that isn’t one of us in those hospital beds.”

“Yeah.” But there was more.

“And realizing that one day one of us will be in a hospital bed like that...and we’ll die. And the other one will be left alone.”

Oh, fuck. She hit the nail on the target. That’s what he was really thinking, deep down in the hidden corridors of his cavernous soul.

“I can’t—oh, Josie,” he said, his breath hitched, all the emotion too much.

“I can’t either,” she said, sniffling.

“We have so much life ahead of us.”

“Do we?” she asked. “I thought we did, too. And then something like this happens.”

“He’s not dead.”

“No, but...that was close.”

“Too close. And he’s not out of the woods yet.”

“We defer too much,” she whispered against his shoulder, her hand rubbing his knee. “We push off all the good parts of life because we think that sacrificing now means the payoff will come someday.”

“Someday.”

“What if there’s never a someday? Then what’s all this deferral for?”

Alex’s phone buzzed as he grappled with that question, wondering how to answer it without hearing his own soul scream. He pulled away from Josie and looked at it, heart racing.

“It’s a text from Jeremy. Mike Bournham is awake.”

 

 




Chapter Twenty-four

 

Mike Bournham

 

“Hey, asshole,” he rasped, his vision blurred, but he was damn sure that was Jeremy sitting next to him on the bed.

“What?”

“You heard me. You’re the asshole. Not me.”

Jeremy jumped up. Mike groaned. The sudden shift in pressure on the thin mattress made his head fall two stories.

Then Jeremy disappeared through a shimmering waterfall.

Where was he? Why wasn’t it raining? That waterfall wasn’t water, he realized, as his eyes adjusted. It was a wall of glass.

Beep. Whoosh. Beep. Whirr. Machine noises filled the air. Hospital. Was he in a hospital?

“Where am I?” he said aloud. No one answered. The shuffle of shoes filled the air, and then strange faces appeared, inches above him. He tried to turn his head to see them but again, his head felt like someone dropped it twenty feet off a roof.

Splat.

He groaned and tried to reach up, but the back of his hand screamed with pain.

“Shhhhhh. Stay put,” said a man’s comforting voice, a stranger, but someone who was used to saying the words. “Don’t move.”

“Where am I?” The words came out one at a time, like perfectly formed shapes.

“MIKE?” Lydia screamed from another planet. “MIKE! LET ME SEE HIM!”

The screams hurt his head.

But made his heart feel better. 

Murmurs. Shushes. He heard the cacophony of voices that don’t speak clearly, and then Lydia and Jeremy’s faces, right in front of him.

“Mike? Can you hear me? Say something! I’m here. It’s Lydia.”

“Who else would it be?” he choked out. “It’s you and the asshole.”

“Mike!’ she gasped. “He’s back!”

“You’ll pay for that,” Jeremy said, but Mike could hear the smile in his voice.

“What’s the asshole’s name?” Lydia pleaded.

“Could we please stop referring to me as the asshole? I do have a name,” Jeremy said dryly.

“Shithead?” Mike asked.

Lydia and Jeremy groaned, but it was a happy sound.

“What happened to me?”

“You tried to bang three hookers and a monkey in Fiji,” Jeremy joked.

“At the same time?”

“Can we stop with the joking?” one of the doctors said in a clipped voice. “We need to examine him. You’re in ICU and I have to ask you to leave for a bit.”

Mike’s head buzzed with pain and he felt himself drift away.

Someone squeezed his hand, and then a bright light blinded him. He closed his eyes and let the doctors and nurses do their job.

And then everything faded to a comforting black, the image of Lydia’s beautiful face imprinted in his mind.

 

Lydia

 

“You gave us such a huge scare.” Mike had been awake for a solid hour now, and after a massive wave of staff, and a run through the MRI machine, Mike was settled back in bed, obviously exhausted, but alert and talking.

“I’m sorry.”

“God, don’t be sorry, Mike,” Jeremy said, clearing his throat. “You saved Mike Pine.”

“You saved Mike Pine. And me,” Mike retorted. Then he groaned.

Lydia squeezed his hand. “Need more painkiller?”

“Not enough in the world. My head feels like someone put it through a meat grinder.”

“They’re guessing, based on all the bumps and wounds, that you hit three rocks with your head going down.”

“Lucky me. Why can’t I bat like that?”

Lydia’s phone buzzed yet again, but she ignored it. Her mom and dad and brothers kept everything going at the campground. Mike Pine was doing fine; Laura had joined her in the waiting room and they’d just held each other and cried, with Madge fussing around them, insisting that the coffee wasn’t that bad.

Now that Mike was awake, and the doctors assured her that his neurological functioning seemed to be fine, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself.

Giddy. She was giddy with relief.

“How’s Pine?” Mike asked.

“A few broken bones. Laura says the doctors will probably release him in the morning.” 

Jeremy looked at the clock. “It is morning.” 3:54 a.m.

“The wedding’s in twelve hours,” Mike said.

“Wedding?” Jeremy gaped at them both. “You think they’re going to hold the wedding?”

“Why not?” Mike croaked out. “I’m not one of the grooms. And if Pine isn’t in too much pain, and can walk, then hell yes they need to have the wedding. Don’t let my stupid fall stop their celebration.”

“That’s exactly what I said!” Lydia beamed. “I said you’d be upset if you were the reason they called off the wedding.”

“You know me well.” Mike’s hand lifted off the sheet and stretched out to her, though his eyes remained closed. “Come here.”

She did, happily.

 

 

Jeremy

 

“Don’t you ever do that again,” Jeremy snapped, reeling from the last few hours. Mike was awake, giving him shit. 

This was great.

“What? Go night-kayaking?” He watched as Lydia stroked the back of Mike’s hand, careful to avoid IV lines and wires.

“Jesus, Mike,” Jeremy said with a sniff. He wasn’t crying. He wasn’t. He just needed to sniff. 

“Are you crying?” Mike’s eyes opened slowly, one eyebrow arching in judgment. 

“I don’t cry.”

“Bullshit. You cried when I beat you at basketball.”

“Those were tears of amusement that you would ever think you could beat me at basketball.”

“Would you two stop?” Lydia’s grin made it clear they didn’t have to.

“I’m tired,” Mike said with a huff.

“Should we leave?” Jeremy asked gently.

“No. Not yet.” Jeremy could barely contain his sense of relief, the feeling so strong and broad he felt like telling complete strangers on the street that Mike was fine. His body felt loose, like happy-filled noodles, and all he could do was sit in the room and stare at Mike.

“Do you remember what happened?” Lydia asked gently.

“No.”

“Do you want to know?” she prodded, giving Jeremy a look that said, You should tell him.

Jeremy’s stomach dropped. He did not want to relive what happened tonight.

“I can guess,” Mike rasped. “I fell. I was wearing water shoes and didn’t have a good grip. Hit a bunch of rocks on the way down. My ass burns.”

“Really don’t need to hear about your bowel habits,” Jeremy said.

“No,” Mike chuckled. “I mean it burns, like a scrape.”

“Your wetsuit was sliced open. They think you got your hip caught on a tree branch of some kind.”

“That was a great wetsuit!” Mike groaned.

“You’re worried about a damn wet suit?” Lydia charged. “You nearly died!”

Jeremy stopped breathing. Lydia’s eyes flashed with anger as she whirled around on him, standing and hovering over him, finger wagging in his face.

“Mike’s barely been awake for an hour and you’re making all these ridiculous jokes! And he’s in that bed going on about losing his damn wetsuit! We almost lost him!”

“Why are you yelling at me?” Jeremy protested.

“Because you’re not the one in medical crisis! You’re safe to yell at! I don’t have to feel guilty yelling at you!”

A nurse popped her head in, shushing them. “This is ICU. You have to be quiet.”

“Careful. She might yell at you, lady,” Jeremy muttered.

Lydia looked like smoke was about to come out of her ears.

And then she burst into sobs.

Jeremy winced. He’d done it again. 

He never knew what to say at times like this.

“Lydia,” Mike said, looking at Jeremy like he’d done something wrong. “Come here. You too, Jeremy.”

They both shuffled to his side. Mike reached his hand up to clasp Jeremy’s. Lydia kept her head bowed, just crying. Jeremy took his free arm and awkwardly comforted her.

“Look. I wish I could say I spent a lot of time contemplating the meaning of life when I was unconscious, or having a seizure, but I didn’t. I was out. You two are the ones who had to suffer. Emotionally, that is.” He flinched. Jeremy couldn’t even begin to imagine how much pain Mike felt right now. 

“I just know this: I’m damn glad to see you. And I didn’t die, Lydia.”

“But you could have.”

“Yes.”

Jeremy’s gut twisted.

“But I didn’t. I’m here. Jeremy’s here, and I suspect he’s the reason I’m here.”

Jeremy caught his eye, jarred by seeing the arctic blue with its cunning stare. “What?”

“You’re great in a true crisis.” Mike didn’t hand out compliments like beads at a Mardi Gras party, so that was one hell of a statement.

“How would you know?”

Mike gestured at his body in the bed. “This is proof.”

Jeremy couldn’t help but smile. “You’d do the same for me.”

“I’d do the same for anyone.”

“We know. Mike Pine sure as hell knows.”

Lydia glowed, her smile half-covered with tears, her eyes red with circles of exhaustion underneath.

“I’m so glad you’re not brain damaged,” she blurted out.

“How would we know the difference?”

“Shut up, Jeremy,” they both said in unison.

Oh, yeah. Mike was definitely back to normal.

He reached down, Lydia snared in his arms, and the three embraced until one of Mike’s monitors started beeping.

A nurse rushed in, saw their huddle, and interrupted with, “I need to check the monitor.” Jeremy turned around to find her smiling at them.

“Sure.” He and Lydia stepped back, his arm slipping around Lydia’s shoulders, finger snagging in her hair.

“You two are so nice to be supporting your friend.”

Jeremy closed his eyes, knowing Mike had the same look on his face, mirroring his. Lydia’s eyes would be cast down, and all three would be simmering for days over the should-haves.

We should have corrected her.

We should have said something.

We should have... 

The nurse fiddled with a monitor and left quickly, leaving Jeremy to open his eyes and look at Mike, who was looking at Lydia.

Who managed to look sad, angry, relieved, and in love—all at once.

 

Laura

 

Cyndi’s text at 6:51 a.m. woke her up, the buzzing against her chest translated into a mewling newborn seeking a breast in her dreamlike state. She startled, realizing she was curled up in a tiny recliner chair in the hospital room next to Mike. Dylan was twisted in a simple reception room chair on the other side of the bed, his mouth open as he lightly snored.

Laura looked at her phone.

Kids are up. Everything is fine. Jilly’s asking for you and Mike. What should I tell her? the nanny texted.

Laura paused. She looked at Mike, whose eyes were closed, his chest moving a little faster than it should if he were truly asleep.

Tell her we’re coming back to the campground this morning, Laura texted back. And thank you so much, Cyndi. You’re a champ. 

Thank Ellie and Dylan’s parents. They’ve been amazing through this. Rose and Paul said to tell Dylan to call them. They’re worried.

Laura looked at her beloved men and realized that they were beloved by other people, too. Even Mike’s parents loved him—in their own way.

Will do, she texted back, stretching slowly. 

“I’m up,” Mike said softly. 

“Me, too,” Dylan said with a groan. “I feel like I slept on a porcupine.”

“Can I go home now?” Mike asked. 

Laura and Dylan looked at him in surprise.

“The doctor has to come by and examine you to decide,” Laura said slowly, standing and walking to him, her joints popping, blood flowing into her muscles. She was wiped.

As she got closer to Mike, she nearly cried out in shock. His face was one big, drying scrape, one cheekbone covered in a nasty abrasion. His forearms were showing, one casted from wrist to above the elbow, the other dotted with so many cuts, wounds, and scrapes that it looked like a boxer’s face after a losing match.

Dylan let out a low whistle. “Ouch, man.”

“Yeah,” Mike agreed. “It hurts. But what about Bournham?” His eyes lit on Laura. “Any news?”

She nearly cried with joy. “He’s fine,” she said, placing her hand on the sheet that covered Mike’s leg. “Woke up in the middle of the night, brain function is all normal. He’s in a great deal of pain and needs to be hospitalized for a few days, but they think he’ll make a full recovery.”

“Great.”

“Lydia texted me,” Laura added. “Says Mike Bournham insists that we have the wedding if that’s what we want. His exact words were, ‘I’m not one of the grooms.’”

The room filled with appreciative laughter.

“If Mike Bournham says we should go ahead, then we’re going ahead. We’re getting married in nine hours. Let’s get going,” Mike declared, climbing out of bed and shuffling into the bathroom.

Displaying his bare ass to Dylan and Laura.

“Clothes would help,” Dylan said, reaching for Mike’s travel carry-on. Someone must have brought that in the night. Laura had no idea who, but the case was familiar.

“I have to wear clothes at my own wedding?” Mike joked from the bathroom.

Dylan and Laura shared a smile.

Mike was fine.

Everything was closer to fine.

Dylan’s phone rang.

“That has to be Mom,” he said sheepishly, moving into the hallway. His deep voice, filled with apologies, rumbled outside while Laura looked around the hospital room in wonder. 

The last day felt like ten.

She missed Adam, Aaron and Jillian. She missed their home back in Massachusetts. She missed everything that was boring and mundane, cherishing the quiet chaos of their life. If the last twenty-four hours were a taste of what a busier, more exciting life entailed, forget it.

“She wants to know if the wedding’s on?” Dylan asked, covering the mouthpiece with his hand, giving Laura a look that said she was the decider.

Laura shrugged.

“That’s not an answer,” he noted.

“I don’t know. Let’s get Alex and Josie in here and talk.”

“Where are they?” 

She shrugged again.

“Hey, Mom?” Dylan said into the phone. “Any chance you’ve seen Alex and Josie there?”

“How about here?” Alex’s voice echoed from down the hallway.

“We found them,” Dylan said into the phone with a laugh, walking into a corner, continuing the call.

Josie beamed at Laura and gave her a tight hug. “We came back after Mike Bournham woke up, but you were asleep. We didn’t want to wake you.”

“Did you guys go back to the campground?” Laura asked, confused.

Alex thumbed behind himself. “We slept in an on call-room they lent us.”

“Ah. Nostalgic for your first time together?” Dylan joked.

Josie punched him in the back.

“Hey!” he gasped. “Cheap shot!”

“Takes one to know one,” she snapped.

“I have enough injured husbands. Don’t you add to it!” Laura said.

A toilet flushed, and Mike walked into the hospital room, looking surprised to see so many people. “I have an audience?”

“For what?” Josie asked.

Just then, Mike turned around, flashing his naked ass.

“Oh, come on!” Josie protested.

“It’s not like we haven’t seen it,” Alex whispered.

“We haven’t! We had the front view yesterday, not the back!”

“You’re keeping track?” Alex’s voice turned into a growl.

“Do you guys still want to get married?” Mike asked, giving them an even look that made Laura laugh.

“Why wouldn’t we?” Josie replied. “A little argument like this isn’t going to stop us from—”

“I meant,” Mike clarified, “are all the injuries too much? Is a big celebration in poor taste?”

“Lydia texted me,” Laura explained to Josie and Alex, “and said Mike Bournham insists our weddings go on as planned.”

Alex raised his eyebrows. “We’re all exhausted. I can only imagine what Sandy and Pete have been though. And with Lydia, Mike Bournham, and Jeremy out of commission, it’s not an easy call.”

“Then I’ll decide for you.” Jeremy poked his head in the room, eyes wild. “Have the wedding. Because if you don’t we have two hundred and fifty lobster-shaped lollipops that Sandy will make us eat for the next five years.”

“You sure?” Alex and Josie shared a frown. Laura watched intently. She wished she knew what the right move was. On the one hand, so much work had gone into the wedding preparations, all the guests were already here, the food ordered...

On the other hand, the campground owner’s son-in-law was in the hospital, and so many people had been through the trauma of last night.

As Alex and Jeremy spoke, Laura noticed a bandage on Alex’s forearm.

“Alex! What happened?” She pointed.

“Oh,” he said, reddening slightly. “Just a small wound.”

“It’s a rope burn,” Josie said simply. “From helping pull Mike and Jeremy up the hill.”

“By hand?” Mike grunted, giving Alex an appraising look.

Alex just shrugged. “You do what you have to do.”

Mike reached to shake Alex’s hand. As the two touched, Mike said gruffly, “Thank you.”

“It was nothing.”

“It was anything but nothing!” Laura piped up.

“And you, too, Jeremy,” Mike added, clasping his hand, making the guy blush.

The room descended into silence.

Finally, Jeremy broke it.

“Lydia and Mike sent me here to urge you to have the wedding. Sandy and Pete are on board. It might not flow as smoothly as planned, but if you’re fine with that, then please don’t cancel.”

“You’re sure?’ Laura asked, looking around the room at her lovers and friends.

“Positive.”

Alex turned to Mike. “Let’s make it your decision.”

“Me? Why?”

They all stared at Mike.

“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “Let’s do it. Instead of signing a guest book, they can sign my cast.”

 




Chapter Twenty-Five

Alex

Josie was in the shower when the tap at the front door startled him, making him splash coffee on the bandage on his forearm. With a muttered curse, he walked to the front door, opening it to find his mother standing there, sobbing.

“Mom?” He reached for her, guiding her through the door frame. “What’s wrong? Did something happen to grandpa?”

“No!”

“Did John get hurt?” He looked around the room with detached panic, calm and cool on the inside. The sound of the shower water stopped in the distance.

“No!”

“What’s wrong?” He hadn’t seen his mother like this in years, eyes red and swollen, her emotions all over her face, hands shaking. Whatever was going on had to be devastating.

A few hitched sobs and Meribeth finally calmed down enough to answer.

“My baby is a man!” she wailed.

Oh.

At that exact moment, as he pulled his mom in for a hug, Josie appeared over her shoulder, toweling her hair. 

What’s wrong? she mouthed.

He shrugged.

Josie’s eyes widened to the point of an evil clown’s death stare. Tell me, that look demanded.

He shrugged again.

“And you’re never going to live at home again!” his mom cried out.

Josie shook her head slowly. No way, she mouthed.

He, well...shrugged.

What was this about?

“Mom, I haven’t lived at home for years. This isn’t something new,” he muttered into her damp hair. 

“But this is forever! My one and only baby is getting married and soon you’ll have babies of your own and then that’s it! I’m done. You don’t need me.”

Josie began to take careful, obvious steps backward, out of the room.

He glared at her. Help me, he mouthed.

She shrugged.

“I’ll always need you, Mom.”

“It’s not the same. Today marks a ceremony that hands you off to another woman’s care.”

He swore he heard Josie snicker from the shadows in the hallway. She would pay for this.

“You make me sound like chattel, Mom. Did you pay Josie a dowry?”

Meribeth laughed through her nose. “Maybe I should.”

“Where is this coming from?”

She reached for a tissue in the pocket of her hoodie and blew her nose. “Oh, you know. Perimenopause and having my only son get married all snuck up on me on the same day. It was bound to happen.”

“I’m glad you came to me.”

“John kicked me out of the cabin and made me find you.”

Thanks, John, he thought.

Knowing his mother’s cycle was a bit much to take, even for a trained OB-GYN. “Want a cup of coffee?” he asked, moving toward the small kitchen in the cabin.

“Sure. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize.”

“No, I should. It’s just—you’ve always been so independent. And then last night’s catastrophes could have included you among the injured...or worse. I think it’s all hitting me, and I have no way of processing all of these emotions, so I’m turning to you.”

“Good.”

“I never did this when you were younger.”

“Did what?” He scooped the coffee with exaggerated patience and filled the pot with water.

“Turned to you for emotional support.”

“You can now, Mom. I’m a grown man, remember?”

She burst into a fresh set of tears.

A man who has no idea what to do right now, he thought to himself.

Setting the coffee pot to begin brewing, he patted Meribeth’s shoulder, feeling like an awkward teen. His mom never did this. She was a warm and loving mother, always busy, and dedicated to her work as a psychologist. Not once, during all of the wedding planning and prep, had she done more than look at him with a welling of nostalgic tears in her eyes.

“W-w-we were making the baby board for you and Josie. Her mother and aunt have some lovely pictures of little Josie as a baby and toddler, and I showed them yours, and it hit me like a great wall of timeless grief that you would never, ever be my baby again. I had you so young, Alex. It was like we grew up together, in some ways. And I spent so many years in college, then in graduate school, and I feel like I was always busy. Too busy. You were an easygoing boy and I hope I didn’t ignore you and now those days are gone and I’ll never have them back,” she said in a rush of words, like thousands of starlings flittering past him on a riverbank.

“No, no, Mom. No. You were a great mother. The best mother I could have ever asked for.” 

She reached up for a hug and he turned into a little boy again instantly at the smell of her neck. A six-and-a-half foot tall physician-boy.

“I was a teen mother and made so many mistakes and you were so independent and now you and Josie will forge a life together I’m not part of.”

“But we’ve been living together for years, Mom. We have that separate life.”

“This wedding makes it formal. It’s a truth on paper and in ceremony. You don’t have to get married for the truth to be real, Alex, but getting married is a public statement. You are one new person together. You’ll never be my little boy again.”

“I can’t—” He cleared his throat, suddenly thick with emotion. “I can’t change that.”

“I don’t want to change it!” she gasped. “I just want to hold the past and the present at the same time in my arms.” She gave him a wan smile. “Some day you’ll have a little boy or girl of your own and you’ll know what I’m feeling.”

“I hope so,” Josie said softly, from the hall.

“Josie!’ Meribeth exclaimed, sniffing repeatedly and giving Alex a wild, apologetic look. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“I can give you two some privacy.”

“No!” His mom started crying again. “Look at me, being silly on your wedding day!”

“It’s not silly. You’re the only person on earth who loves Alex as much as I do.”

“More,” his mom said, then clapped her hand over her mouth.

“You want to arm wrestle for the crown?” Josie joked.

“When I dream about two women fighting over me, this is not the scenario,” Alex mumbled.

His mother reached for Josie, and Alex wrapped his arms around them, a lump of emotion making his throat ache.

“I am going to need to adjust to this new reality,” Meribeth announced. “I thought I had.”

“Me, too,” Josie whispered.

“And me,” Alex added.

“I love you both very much. And I’m so proud of the man you’ve become, Alex.” His mom kissed his cheek and peeled out of his arms, giving Josie a shaky smile.

“Thank you,” Josie said through a shine of tears in her eyes.

“Me?”

“For raising a man so wonderful that he reduces you to tears like this at the thought of letting go.”

And the wailing began again. Doubletime.

Only this time, Alex didn’t have to shrug.

 

 

Laura

 

Mother Nature decided to open her sunny arms and offer up a perfect afternoon for the wedding. Sandy had outdone herself, the enormous tent off to the side with tables and chairs for two hundred and fifty guests, a wide pergola with roses woven through the slats designed for the five of them to stand before the minister. Laura and Josie had found a local minister to administer the wedding vows—and someone who could legally officiate and file the marriage license for Josie and Alex.

Laura didn’t care any longer that her wedding “didn’t count,” because it counted more now than ever before.

Small bouquets of white carnations and orchids sat in baskets at the end of each row of guests, simple silk ribbons tied into thick bows dotting the chairs. The light wind was just enough to take the edge off the heat, yesterday’s storm making the weather perfect. A few clouds dotted the sky, and in the far distance, on shore, Laura saw a rainbow kite flying high.

They’d changed the order at the last minute to Josie, Alex, Mike, Laura, Dylan so that Alex could grab Mike if he felt faint.

So far, so good.

In the front row, directly behind them, sat Dylan’s parents, right next to Big Mike and Mary. Adam, Aaron and Jillian were in the same row with Cyndi and Ellie. 

Jillian stood, at Cyndi’s prompting, and the two walked to the back of the rows, Jillian proudly carrying her basket filled with red rose petals. She wore a dress like Laura’s, white with a red sash and red accents, little ruby slippers on her feet. Laura wore open-toed red heels, red earrings, and had a smile she couldn’t shake even if she wanted to.

Why on earth would she ever want to?

So much had changed in a little more than four years. What would the next four bring?

“Ready?” Josie whispered. She wore a 1920s-inspired silk dress, the waistline closer to her hips, a wide burgundy sash and lace adorning her midsection. White roses with the tips of the petals dyed a lovely burgundy were in her hair, and she was, in fact, wearing make up.

Actual make up.

Josie was also four inches taller than normal, and Laura was shocked to find herself almost eye to eye with her bestie.

“Are you wearing heels?” Laura marveled.

“Shut up.”

“Nice!’ Dylan snapped. “Telling the bride to shut up on her wedding day. Miss Manners would have a field day with you.”

“Miss Manners would be too busy with my mother to even so much as look my way,” Josie replied. On instinct, Laura looked at the other side of the front row, where Josie and Alex’s immediate family sat. Marlene, Meribeth, Alex’s stepdad John, Madge, Ed, Josie’s Aunt Cathy and Uncle Calvin, her Uncle Mike, Darla, Trevor and Joe.

They were a motley crew.

I’m the only one without a blood relative here, she thought, gasping slightly at the realization.

Someone tugged on her hip. She looked down into Jilly’s eyes.

No, she corrected herself. Not quite.

“You look like a princess, Mommy. Even prettier than the ones in the movies,” Jillian said, all wide eyes, cupid’s-bow lips, and blonde curls.

“You do too.”

“I look like you!” Jilly twirled in place, her skirt billowing out, the sight lifting Laura’s heart.

And then the pianist began the opening notes for the processional.

“That’s you, Jilly! It’s your turn! Go throw the rose petals!” Cyndi said, giving Laura a sweet look.

Jillian scrunched up her face in concentration and slowly, somberly, began her trek down the aisle. Taking the job seriously, Jilly stopped at every step, showering the person at the end of the aisle with rose petals. By the time she was halfway down the aisle, her basket was empty.

She burst into wailing tears.

That cry of anguish set off her brothers, who began to cry in earnest, faces turned backwards toward the lineup of brides and grooms.

“MAMA!” the twins wailed in unison.

Cyndi practically sprinted up the aisle, murmuring into Jillian’s ear as the guests smiled and chortled, amused by the sweet chaos of toddler disappointment.

And still the boys carried on.

“It’s like an Irish funeral, all the keening,” Laura heard someone joke.

She felt her stress and anxiety hit fever pitch, and then laughter, deep and true, filled the space between her, Mike and Dylan as they congregated at the back, ready for their orderly, measured entrance.

Which clearly was not going to happen.

“But I want more flowers!” Jillian shouted, her sob crescendoing at the end. Aaron and Adam were like backup singers, providing extra wails to emphasize the melody.

Cyndi gave Laura, Mike, then Dylan a look of speculation. It didn’t say, Help me. 

More like, What now?

Dylan took the lead, grabbing Laura’s hand and gently putting his other on Mike’s shoulder, the three walking down the aisle, Jillian startled into silence by their appearance. Scooping her little girl up, Laura whispered in Jilly’s ear, “You were such a good flower girl!”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Dylan peel Aaron off his mother, plunk him on one hip, and then do the same with Adam on the other.

They balanced him out.

Reaching for Mike’s good hand, she and Mike met Dylan at the altar, the crowd laughing and chatting, Josie and Alex giving a What the heck? shrug and walking hand-in-hand down the aisle, Alex looking like Mike and Dylan, suited and clean-shaven, happy and beaming.

With the three kids sniffling and calming down, the five adults faced the amused minister.

And so their wedding began.

 

Mike Pine

 

He was here. That was his crowning achievement. His bones throbbed and the painkillers the hospital gave him made him woozy, so he’d made it through the last few hours with ibuprofen and simple grit.

The fiasco with the kids and the crying as they tried to go down the aisle just cemented the fact that real life was messy. Real life didn’t follow an orderly path. Real life didn’t bow before any god, nor did it respect any human.

Real life just was.

And real people bend so that others don’t have to break.

Wishing he could help carry the kids, but knowing he couldn’t, Mike let Dylan and Laura manage the herd. He was a stalwart set of hands most of the time, but most of the time he didn’t have bones that broke and crunched if used, so...

He would have to let them take care of everything and just be content with being present.

Speaking of being present, he caught his parents in the crowd, the sight of them in the front row next to Dylan’s parents, Rose and Paul, one of the most surreal moments he had ever experienced. In the craziness of his hospital release, coming home to reunite with the kids, trying to shower with a bag-covered cast, and realizing that Laura had to take care of all his grooming needs while getting ready herself, he hadn’t spoken to Ma and Pa.

They smiled at him, and Ma wiped away a tear.

The smiles were genuine.

If they hadn’t come, his happiness would not have been less, but their presence gave him more. Of course it did. Mending fences always led to holding onto that which could get away.

He could have gone the rest of his life without seeing them and been fine.

This, though, was better than fine. Mike couldn’t predict how they would behave in the future, and his guard was still up, but they were here now, and he could smile back.

So he did.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister began, smiling at each adult, giving the three kids their own impish grins. “We are gathered here today to celebrate the union of these men and these women in holy matrimony...”

That’s not what Mike was actually celebrating, though, as he leaned over to Laura and whispered, “Thank you.”

“For what?” she said out of the corner of her mouth.

“For everything.”

 

 

Dylan

 

Thank God for online dating. Dylan’s hips ached with the weight of two sacks of limp concrete masquerading as toddlers, but he was used to it, the boys playing with his tie or pulling on his hair. He tried to listen to the minister’s words, but instead centered his attention on Laura.

She was a vision. And online dating had brought her to him and Mike. They were so fucking lucky some other guy didn’t snap her up.

The other two hundred and fifty people faded out like a blur of humanity as he watched her face, the way her eyes lit up at the minister’s words, how she dipped her chin and tilted her head to listen to Mike. The pink in her cheeks and the dimple that showed when she smiled hard made love bloom in his chest.

More and more every year.

What an insane day. In-fucking-sane. He finally looked out into the crowd to see Murphy, his old fire-fighting buddy, and his wife. A bunch of guys from the station, all smiling at him. Laura’s old boss at Stohlman Industries. Madge and Ed. His mom and dad and family.

So many people who made up pieces of their life, both big and small.

Speaking of small pieces, Adam began licking his tie.

Fatherhood was so glamorous.

“Do you, Laura, take both Dylan and Michael to be your husbands...” 

Husbands.

They couldn’t make it legal, but they could make it right.

Dylan leaned over to Laura and whispered, “I can’t get the rings out of my pocket. Front right.”

“Is this just an excuse to get me to play pocket pool with you?”

“Would that actually work if I asked?”

She laughed, the sound interrupting the minister, making him frown slightly. Laura reached into his deep pants pocket, found the bundle of rings, and gave his thigh a squeeze. She was holding Jillian, who complained as Laura’s weight shifted. Laura slid their daughter down and held her in place, hands on her shoulders, Jilly suddenly serious as the minister unrolled the rings from the small pouch.

“I want a ring,” Jillian declared.

Uh, oh. They hadn’t considered this scenario.

“The rings are for Mama, Daddy and Papa,” Laura whispered, bending down.

“But I want one, too,” Jilly said, her big eyes getting wide and sparkly. Tears would come in seconds.

“You can have one later. Remember how princesses get married and the princess and prince wear rings? These are special prince and princess rings.”

Jillian looked at Dylan, then Mike, finally settling her gaze on Laura.

Please let this work, Dylan thought. 

Her face broke out into an electrifying grin. “Daddy and Papa are princes?”

He and Mike shared twin looks that said, Why not? 

“Your Daddy and Papa are the best princes in the whole wide world, sweetie,” Laura said.

Crisis averted.

Jillian seemed to take this as enough of an explanation, the minister continuing, holding out a ring to Laura, until their little girl interrupted again.

“Does that mean Daddy and Papa have white horses?”

The crowd, who seemed to be respectfully not laughing at the entire scene, burst into amused giggles.

“No, honey, they—”

“Can we get a pony?” Jilly gasped, just as Cyndi came to the rescue, whispering in Jillian’s ear and ushering her away to sit on Cyndi’s lap, right next to her Grandma Rose.

“Now that we’ve established Dylan and Mike’s prince status, let us continue,” the minister intoned, setting off another ripple of laughter. 

Freed from holding a child, Laura reached Adam and took the burden off Dylan. Mike smiled and mouthed Thank you to them both, which made Dylan frown.

Why thank them? It was just what you do.

But the gesture was nice, anyhow.

The cold slide of gold against his ring finger felt like the moment he slid into Laura’s wet, warm body. He tensed, vulnerable and embarrassed at how raw he felt right now. Her eyes caught his and his tension eased, but did not disappear. As she said the words and he said the words and they both felt all the things, he turned to Mike and said more words.

And felt even more.

His wedding to Mike two years ago had been a formality.

This was his real wedding. This.

For his very real, very unconventional marriage.

’Til death do us part had, overnight, become more immediate. It wasn’t a platitude. 

It was possible.

Necessary, even.

He was in Laura’s arms, people standing and cheering, whistling as he hugged Mike, Laura, Aaron and Adam, Jillian clinging to their knees, the pile of arms, legs, mouths, heads and skin making him lose himself in the divine creation of community.

He and Mike had been searching for this most of their lives.

Hey, Jill, he thought, looking up at the sky just as that rainbow kite’s string snapped, the wind lifting the colors ever higher.

Mike looked up, too, and together they watched as the kite flew over the ocean, off on the horizon until it was gone, free forever, swept away by winds that took it where it needed to be.

His eye caught Mike’s and he knew—knew—they were thinking the same thought.

Thank you, indeed.

 

Josie

 

Josie caught Marlene’s eye as the minister spoke, turning away from Laura, Mike and Dylan’s ceremony and starting hers. Her mother winked. It wasn’t sarcastic or jaunty. The gesture was one of connection. 

Aunt Cathy gave her a smile that made Josie tremble inside. She hadn’t seen her aunt that happy in...

When? When had she seen her that happy? Maybe at her wedding to Calvin, who sat like a sentry next to her, back straight and tall, his hand holding hers, Darla on the other side of him.

Darla wept openly, leaning against Trevor, who sat next to a very uncomfortable Joe.

She remembered that day so many years ago when they’d been on her front porch, hanging out as Alex ran past and slammed into a No Parking sign.

Laughter came out of her, a small snicker that made Alex look down and quirk one eyebrow. She shook her head slightly and he nudged her with his elbow.

Companions.

Conspirators.

Friends.

Lovers.

They were each other’s world.

And the world was theirs.

Because both Laura and Josie were fatherless, they’d dispensed with having a male father figure walk them down the aisle. The lack of that part of the ceremony had seemed like one among so many tiny details, but as she stood before the minister, a pang of grief rippled inside her.

Daddy.

More than two decades without him. His presence here would have been a given, she assured herself. She had been daddy’s little girl back then, and her wishful child’s mind clung to that, needing it to be true.

She would have been a very different person had he lived.

Alex met her eye, reaching into his jacket pocket to find the rings.

The person she’d become was all right, though.

“Do you, Josephine Elizabeth Mendham take this man, Alexander Edward Derjian, to be your lawfully wedded husband...”

This was really happening.

Uncle Mike reached across her mother to offer Darla a handkerchief, and out of the corner of her eye Josie could see her mother crying, wiping tears with the back of her hand.

That broke Josie.

Broke her clean in half.

Her knees dissolved into millions of pieces of humming flesh and Alex instinctively reached for her, holding her up, giving her a look of compassion and questioning that she struggled to return. Explaining how it felt to see Marlene have feelings about Josie was like trying to describe how snow feels when you touch it for the first time.

“What’s going on?” he whispered.

“Too much emotion,” she said honestly.

His throat moved as he swallowed, those big, warm brown eyes focused on her, eyes that she would watch forever.

“I hear you.”

She knew he did.

“My mom. My mom is crying,” she murmured. Alex looked at Marlene and smiled, the grin on his face so genuine it made Josie start to cry, too.

“I’m supposed to help you, not make you cry,” he said as she wiped her eyes with the backs of her index fingers, careful not to smear her makeup.

“Then marry me and get this part over so I can sob on your shoulder like a baby.”

“God, I love you so much.”

The minister cleared his throat. “Shall we continue?”

“Yes!” shouted Meribeth.

The crowd laughed.

And so, it really was that simple. Alex reached for her hand and slid the ring on.

“I had hand-written vows prepared, but I forgot every word,” he confessed.

“Show off.”

He laughed, but his eyes filled with great, shiny tears. “I don’t need vows for you to know how much I love you.”

“No, you don’t,” she confirmed, her hand going to his left ring finger, sliding his thicker ring on.

They held their hands up to each other left palm to left palm, the rings tapping each other as if they were wine glasses after a toast.

“You may kiss the bride.”

 

Alex

 

Flow. The familiar rush poured over him, except there was no medical emergency. As he kissed Josie, the crowd rose for a second time, cheers and whistles puncturing the air, his mouth lost in her wet warmth, his hands buried in unfamiliarly hairsprayed hair, her new height in high heels making him feel awkwardly thrilled. His hands went lower on her body than usual, and he found himself palming her ass in front of two-hundred and fifty of their closest family and friends.

“Get a room!” he heard Dylan shout, but it all disappeared in the taste of his wife.

Wife.

He had a wife.

“You’re my wife,” he whispered into her ear.

“And you’re my husband,” she answered back, her nose nuzzling his neck.

“Finally,” both said at the same time.

“FINALLY!” his mother shouted, as if she had a wire on Alex and was monitoring every word. Josie stepped back from Alex and gestured to Meribeth, who had Alex in a giant bearhug in seconds.

“I’m so proud of you! You picked the best woman in the world!” she crowed, giving Josie a loving look.

“I’m afraid I got that woman,” Alex’s stepdad, John, commented as he shook Alex’s hand. “But maybe it’s a tie.”

“Let’s call it a tie,” Alex agreed pulling his stepfather in for an embrace.

“Alex! You’re married!” his grandpa shouted. “Maybe it’s time for me to make an honest woman out of Madge!”

“You’re crazy,” Madge said. “Everyone knows the sex dies down once you’re married. Why ruin a good thing?”

Meribeth and Alex groaned, Josie averted her eyes, and then Marlene called out:

“Did someone say sex?”

“NO!” shouted Josie and Alex, who were joined in a chorus by Aunt Cathy, Uncle Calvin, Uncle Mike, and Darla.

“Oh,” Marlene said, hanging back from the group shyly, casting little glances Josie’s way.

Emotion ballooned inside him as Alex watched Josie walk toward Marlene with halting steps, her feet moving without thinking, her gait compromised by the unfamiliar heels—but it wasn’t just that. She walked like a newborn foal, on unsteady legs that were learning how to be in this new world.

She opened her arms and gave Marlene her first hug in decades.

Two, to be exact, if he had the math right.

“Oh!” Marlene gasped, her hands hanging by her sides, her body tense. Alex felt the moment Josie almost let go, almost stepped back, almost gave in to the palpable, shrieking sense of horror that her first tentative bridge between the two of them was being rejected so thoroughly. He could feel her pain.

And then Marlene’s hands pressed against Josie’s shoulder blades, her arms wrapping tightly, her mouth against her hair. 

“Congratulations, Josie,” her mom said. “Your daddy would have been so proud.”

Josie lost it. Alex’s hands were on her shoulders from behind, and then he engulfed them both. 

“I wish he were here,” Josie stammered, shaking in his and Marlene’s arms, her mom smashing her face in Josie’s shoulder.

“He is, honey,” Josie’s Uncle Mike said, his voice making it clear he was on the other side of Marlene. “In his own way, he is.” Her uncle touched Marlene’s elbow and she looked up at him, startled and then began nodding.

“That’s right!” She fished around in a cigarette pack, the kind Alex hadn’t seen since his grandmother had been alive. Marlene extracted a wedding band.

“What’s that?” Josie asked, unable to keep the skepticism and concern out of her voice.

“It was Jeff’s wedding ring. Your daddy’s. When they, uh...” Marlene’s face went blank.

“When they cremated him,” Uncle Mike said helpfully, clearly accustomed to filling in for Marlene’s lapses of memory. “They gave your mama his ring.”

“It’s yours,” Marlene said, handing it to Josie. She looked up at Alex. “I thought about giving it to you long before the wedding, but Jeff wasn’t near your size. The ring couldn’t be thinned out enough for hands like yours.” Marlene batted her eyelashes. “Big, strong, surgeon’s hands like that.”

Josie gave him a tight-jawed look.

You had to take the bad along with the good sometimes.

“Thank you,” Alex said, his politeness genuine.

“I can’t believe you’re married!” Aunt Cathy squealed, pulling Josie in for a hug.

“I can’t believe she wore white!” Darla shouted. “That ship sailed a long time ago!”

“DARLA!” everyone shouted.

“Like, in the Viking Era!” she continued.

“Joe! Trevor!” Josie called out, incensed.

“We’re here. We can’t keep her quiet either.” Joe offered Alex a handshake and Josie a formal hug, while Trevor hugged them both.

“Congratulations,” Trevor said.

“Maybe you’re next?” Aunt Cathy said, eyes dancing.

Joe went white.

Cathy cackled.

And a chicken imitated her, walking through the crowd, people parting and laughing. Jillian broke free from Grandma Rose and started chasing the rust-colored hen.

Darla joined Joe in his whiteness.

“Is that a sign?” Josie teased Darla.

“Shut your piehole.”

Josie just cackled along with everyone else. They sounded like clucking hens.

Alex watched his grandpa and Madge as they walked over to the bar, took in the assemblage of aunts and uncles, cousins and coworkers, Sandy and Pete and their family and workers all managing the details of the ceremony, the seating, the food and festivities, and he felt a great peace descend over him.

“It’s perfect,” he whispered as Josie nestled under his shoulder.

“You’re perfect,” she said, face tipped up to meet his eyes. “Dr. Perfect.”

“Then that makes you Mrs. Perfect,” he said.

And she was.

 

Lydia

 

“You look awfully wistful,” Krysta said, handing her a much-needed beer and a hug.

“You know. Weddings.” Lydia shrugged.

“This is not your normal wedding. It must make you think about possibilities.”

“Shhhh. Don’t say that around my mother! I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Don’t say what around me?” Sandy asked, approaching from the buffet table. “Krysta, can you find Caleb and tell him we’re out of the toffee-pistachio cannoli?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Krysta said, cheeks pink, brown curls bouncing as she strode off like a race walker.

“You don’t need to be here, honey. Go back to the hospital and be with Mike.” Sandy put her hands on Lydia’s shoulders and gave her a good look. “You need rest and time with your men.”

“I know. I just wanted to come and check in. Jeremy’s at the hospital. He shooed me home to shower and get some supplies.” Out of the corner of her eye, Lydia saw Krysta jog back, her stride strong. She joined her and Sandy and smiled, face flushed from exertion. 

Or from seeing Caleb. Probably both.

“Ah. Good man,” Sandy said. 

“They’re both good men,” Lydia choked out, giving in to emotion. Krysta gave her a side hug, the heat from her flushed face making Lydia relax and cry at the same time. She’d missed her best friend last night, in the nightmare that hadn’t quite yet faded.

“They are,” Sandy and Krysta said in unison.

“Looks like all these grooms are, too,” Pete announced from behind, approaching the crew with a six pack of blueberry beer. “Need a drink?”

Lydia finished off the bottle from Krysta and promptly took a fresh one from her dad. “As long as someone can drive me back to the hospital, I’ll have a few.”

“Whatever you need, honey.” He kissed the crown of her head.

“New tray of coconut shrimp!” Caleb announced, coming in from Lydia’s left, delivering a massive platter with a new sauce—lime marmalade horseradish—for dipping. Lydia had gagged the first time he’d mentioned it, but the taste had won her over.

“Dad? Krysta? Can you help me get another tray of lobster out here?” Caleb asked, giving Lydia small glances of concern. She ignored him. While she appreciated the support, sometimes being part of a big family was stifling.

Pete, Krysta and Caleb huddled, whispering, then walked down toward the catering area.

Her stomach growled as the scent from the shrimp hit her nose.. 

“When did you last eat?” Sandy asked, not bothering to wait for an answer, nudging her toward the food table. Lydia looked at the sumptuous feast Grandma and Caleb had assembled. As part of the wedding preparations, Laura and Josie had basically asked that the Jeddy’s menu be recreated here, with all of their favorites.

Coconut shrimp with various flavors of aioli. Chipotle-maple sausages on little tooth picks. Cheesy potato pancakes with a special chive sour cream paprika dip. Fried green tomatoes with horseradish sauce.

And for dessert: Peanut Butter Hulk Smash Cake. Grand Peanut Butter Cake (two different dishes). Peppermint sundaes with hot fudge sauce. Pistachio-toffee cream cannoli.

And it all looked like piles of sand to Lydia.

Exhaustion made her sag, the day’s trauma hitting her full force.

“I’m not hungry,” she said truthfully, beginning to shake, as if her muscles needed to exorcise the day’s horror from every fiber of her being. Lydia had the sense that every part of her connected to the rest in a slightly off-kilter way, as if every angle were a half-degree off. Someone poured wet clay into her body and let it dry.

“You need to eat, honey,” Sandy said, helping Lydia into a chair. Her mom went to the buffet table and made her a small plate with steaming coconut shrimp and some sauce, plus handed her a bottled water. “Drink this first, then eat.”

“But I—”

“Eat.”

Lydia tensed, the tone from Mom sending her back two decades. When Sandy used that tone, you obeyed.

She popped the fat shrimp in her mouth and tore half of it off with her teeth. “Happy?” she said around the hot bite.

“Yes.”

“Mmmmmmm,” Lydia groaned, her senses assaulted by the phenomenal culinary pleasure. “Caleb is upping his game.”

“Why does he get all the credit?” Grandma appeared from behind a tent pole, her boyfriend Ed in tow. “What am I? Chopped liver?”

“Why does everyone say that?” Lydia mused, eating another bite. Sandy shot her an I told you so look, which Lydia ignored.

“I guess because chopped liver is something you ignore?”

Ed laughed and kissed her grandma’s cheek. “My Madge did an outstanding job as usual.”

Grandma smiled, her face cracking into so many layers that all looked like different circles on a tree.

Except these were like love rings, measuring how well-loved she was.

“Couldn’t do it without Caleb,” Madge said.

“You don’t get to keep him,” Sandy said, her voice holding an edge. “He needs to come back here, Mom!”

“He’s a man, Sandy, not a preteen boy who doesn’t want to come home from a weekend visit with Grandma. You can’t control what he decides.”

“Mother!” Her own mom drew out the word, her tone going up at the end.

Lydia shoved an entire shrimp in her mouth and looked anywhere but at her mom and grandma.

Mike Pine limped through the crowd, people parting as he ambled through, patting his shoulder and making sympathetic faces. By the time he got to them, he looked pale, dark circles under his eyes, red scratches everywhere. He had a shiner on his right eye socket, which reminded Lydia of her own man’s wound.

And suddenly she couldn’t eat.

“Where’s Pete?” Pine asked, giving Lydia and half smile. 

“He’s somewhere ’round here.” Her mother frowned. “You need to go rest.”

“I am,” Pine said, giving her a long look. “I just want to thank you and Pete for everything you’ve done.” He gave Lydia an imploring stare. “All of you.”

It took every bit of will to swallow. 

I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not cry, she told herself.

Herself didn’t follow orders.

Tears gushed out of her eyes like a sudden summer squall. Childlike and fragile, she set her eyes on a giant globe of sundae, the dish clearly designed for four people to share.

Sandy noticed and waved to Madge, who brought it over.

“Peppermint hot fudge sundae?”

Mike Pine’s face split into a grin just as a very sweaty Laura appeared behind him, carrying two sleeping boys on her hips.

“My favorite,” Laura gasped.

Dylan walked over, peeling one boy off her hip, whispering, “Cyndi’s got Jilly. She wants to dance all night.”

“She can dance until bedtime, which is a generous nine o’clock.”

The group laughed.

Lydia’s mouth was full of a spoonful of heaven, her eyes darting from man to woman to man, her sniffles slowing. They were so happy.

Really happy.

Mike, Laura and Dylan had crafted a life outside the norm, yet it had the trappings of normality. Love. Accidents. Children. Money. Business. Family. Friends.

Life.

Lydia smiled and took another bite as the trio, with their boys, finished their goodbyes, disappearing into the dusk-filled woods.

And just like that, home felt more like home than ever before.

 

 




Chapter Twenty-six

 

Paris, France

Josie

 

“I can’t believe we’re here,” Alex gushed, his face tipping up to look at the top of the Eiffel Tower.

“I can’t believe you called the hospital and took an entire extra week off,” Josie said in a voice that matched his tone of wonder. He really did it. The man who lived for his work had chosen her.

“When someone offers you free plane tickets and a place to stay for a trip to Paris, you take the time off,” Alex argued, but then he grimaced. “Not that you’re not worth a week’s honeymoon.”

“I know what you mean.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed his temple. “But you’ll still pay for that comment.”

“I can’t believe I’m staring at the Eiffel Tower.”

“I can’t believe we left the hotel room and haven’t even had sex in Paris yet. What the hell is wrong with us?”

Their stomachs growled in unison.

“Basic hunger takes precedence over sex needs,” Alex replied in his doctor voice.

“Since when?”

“Since jet lag,” he said, pulling her to an adorable outdoor café with black wrought iron chairs and tables.

Ten minutes later, two croissants and two cappuccinos resting on a tray at the table, they ate their way through heaven.

“Mike, Laura and Dylan were so nice to give us these tickets!” Alex marveled. He would not shut up about this.

“The hard part was telling Darla that no, just because there was a third ticket that did not mean she got to come.”

He barked out a laugh. “She even offered to just sleep in the hallway outside our room.”

“I think she was serious!” Josie shuddered.

Alex finished his latte and picked the crumbs off his plate, one by one, licking the tip of his index finger.

“We can order another. We’re not that broke,” Josie teased.

He smiled, taking in a deep breath. “An entire week alone with you, in Paris. What will we do?” He leaned in for a kiss. Josie tasted chocolate and coffee on his lips.

“You mean other than the seven minutes a day it takes for sex? Not sure.”

He pouted. “Seven minutes! I take longer than seven minutes.”

“Really? Prove it.”

“Let’s go back to the room and—”

“Do we really need a room?”

She loved watching his face as the implication of her words sank in.

“You want to—outdoors?” Now his curiosity was piqued.

“We share that...proclivity in common.”

“And we learned it runs in the family,” he mused.

“Way to kill a mood, Dr. Perfect!” She bristled. Her Aunt Cathy’s revelation about her mother’s enjoyment of outdoor sex hadn’t exactly been an aphrodisiac.

“Sorry. How about we just go back to the room, open the windows, and pretend?”

She laughed in spite of herself and stood. “Deal.”

The walk back to the room was practically a sprint, Alex’s mouth on hers before the hotel room door was even closed, the windows already open and sheer curtains billowing in from a strong breeze. Outside, the sounds of the city filled the air, so similar to the sounds back home. While the café had been filled with people speaking French, which had made parts of Josie’s brain shut down and others ignite, now the city gave a soundtrack to their visit that Josie could process.

“You taste so good,” Alex said, pulling her shirt over her head, his hands on her jeans, unbuttoning them.

“Why the rush?” she gasped, her own fingers frantic.

“I need to be in you.”

“You always need to be in me.”

“I’ve never been inside you in Paris.”

“That’s a good reason.” 

She had him naked in seconds, straddling his deliciously long body on a bed that made atrocious squeaky spring noises as she moved.

“We can’t have sex on this bed.”

Alex’s eyes filled with alarm. “Why not?”

EEeeEEeeEEee

She bounced on the bed to make her point. Alex’s eyes followed along, staring at her naked breasts.

“I like that!” he said heartily.

Eyeing the window, she tiptoed to the curtains to discover they had a tiny patio, no wider than—

A body.

Crooking her finger, she implored him to come hither. At this point, he was just going to come, period. His erection was so long and hard it looked like he was going to explode. She’d never noticed before that it tipped slightly to one side, as if deferring to his navel’s view. Tucking away the detail with a deep amusement, she spiraled inward, loving that she had that image in her. 

“Grab the bedcover.”

“What?” He looked at her like she was cuckoo.

He would be right.

She stood, naked, excited and trembling, pointing to the tiny patio. “Trust me.”

He laughed. “I always do,” sliding the coverlet off the bed and dragging it closer.

“See?”

“Oh,” he said in a low voice. “I do see.” He spread the cover on the patio and then she was down. 

Alex’s body covered hers before she could even think, his heat so strong she didn’t need a blanket. She was wet, pulsing and ready, her clit crying out for his touch before she died from the sheer frustration of going from zero to sixty without his ministrations.

This was no long, drawn-out lovemaking session. This was the need to join, fast, hard and hot, a primal connection that came with hoarse cries and groans, with the need to bore into and be enveloped by each other.

As his fingers slid into her, his tongue sucked on hers, teeth biting her lips, then earlobes, and finally giving her nipples just enough pain, joined with his touch, to make her arch up and beg.

“Please. Please, now.” The outside air held a chill, the city sounds so much sharper here, her eyes catching the shine of sunlight that bounced off her wedding ring. Here in Europe, she’d learned, many married folks wore their rings on their right hands.

“Not yet,” he said, taking command, his words sending shock waves through her, his voice causing two distinct reactions that both took over her body. The sight of his broad, strong face tracing a trail down her body, his teeth grazing her ribs as he meandered between her legs, was as hot as the sight of a helicopter in the distance, unable to see them but buzzing like a witness to this ecstatic moment.

The thrill of his tongue on her was like being born again, his hands cupping her ass, hauling her forward with a brutal sensuality, their groans tangling like her fingers in his hair. Alex wasn’t delicate, not sensitive, and there was no gentlemanly deference as he used his tongue without mercy. This was a taking, and Josie was so, so ready to be taken.

“Oh, Alex,” she said, her voice coming out with a shaking intensity that caught up to her body within seconds, the call of a bird like a thousand cries, the push of wind against her nipples like a hurricane, the rush of her orgasm against his mouth so kinetic that the wall between his skin and her skin melted into nothing but pleasure. Josie was him and he was her, but he had her under his spell, his tongue maddening and demanding, taking and taking as it gave, forcing her into an abyss of wonder as she warmed and chilled, exploded and receded, her fingers clawing at his bare shoulders, desperate to touch him, to taste him.

To be just a tiny part of him.

And then.

His finger turned inside her, just slightly, and Josie tipped into another world. 

And she screamed his name until she took her own hand, placed it between her teeth, and bit down, the pain joining the ecstasy as she rode him, Alex keeping up with her, his unspoken vow quite clear:

You are mine.

And you will know it. I will embed that knowing in every cell of you.

Limp and twitching, she began to push him away, but his grip was iron. He moaned against the soft flesh of her clit and she shivered, a new wave of increasing intensity find its way through her blood. Again? How could she—

Again.

Again indeed.

He moved up and flipped her, hands on muscle as if he trained for this very moment. Med school classes might serve to train future doctors, but anatomy and physiology took a very different patina when in the hands of a man who not only knew the name of every muscle he moved on her body, he knew how to make certain muscles spasm with divine euphoria.

The brush of the tops of his thighs against her ass made her groan, her face pointed toward the city, her view obscured by the metal latticework of the balcony’s railing. She knew what he was about to do and oh, how she ached to have him in her, but no.

Not yet.

She had a few demands of her own.

Squirming away from him, soaked to mid-thigh with her own juices, her skin scorched by orgasm and thrill, she turned, bare ass to the wind. He stood reflexively and she avoided his eyes, placing first one, then both, of his hands on the railing. Dropping to her knees, she decided it was time to give.

And take.

“No, I want to be in you—” he said, the word tapering off with a choked groan as he braced himself for her hot, wet mouth. She knew he loved this, and rarely gave him her mouth when they were outdoors, oddly shy when it came to giving oral sex yet able to have actual intercourse under the banner of dangerousness and open air.

She pulled her mouth back and blew on the tip. “Watch the Eiffel Tower while you come, Alex. Welcome to Paris.”

Jaunty and uninhibited, she stroked the root of his shaft while her mouth took him in deep, past the first strong muscle in her throat, her other hand exploring his balls, touching him with a focused energy designed to give him a new kind of satisfaction. She barely grazed his ass with one careful finger, wondering what he would do, her mouth curving up in delicious delight at the thought.

“What are you—oh, God!” he called out, his body jerking.

He came instantly, the hot surprise making her swallow, the feel of his powerful body trembling before her, before all of Paris, outdoors and under the smiling grace of the sun so vivid. She was in charge. She gave him this. She made him relax and come here to this foreign land where they could be just Alex and Josie, without expectations or responsibilities, and as she stilled her mouth against the tip of his cock, one hand still pumping, she lengthened his pleasure, for that was her job, right?

To give him more of everything good in life.

Harsh breaths punctuated the air, a chill triggering goosebumps along her naked body. He dropped, slowly, to a crouch, limp in every way, and their eyes met.

“Welcome to Paris?” he said with a laugh, dropping to sit, pulling her into his lap and wrapping the coverlet about them both. She curled into him, finding her perfect curve, nestled into his chest and heart.

“What?” She throbbed and hummed, all raw emotion and endless hope.

“That’s the best you could do in the heat of the moment? ‘Welcome to Paris’?”

“What else am I supposed to say?”

“How about ‘I love you’?”

“Clichéd.”

“Maybe I like clichéd!”

“I love you.”

“That’s better.”

“Everything’s better, Alex.” 

“It will be in ten minutes.”

“What happens in ten minutes?”

He lifted his hips up just an inch.

“That? You think it’ll only be ten minutes?” Waiting even ten minutes felt like an eternity, though. Primed and pulsing, she was more than ready to have him in her, to be reminded in flesh and push, in gasps and friction, that they weren’t just soulmates.

They were joined in every way.

He pretended to think about it. “Twenty.” His face was flush with sex, erotic and full, lips red from kissing. He smelled like her and she loved him so much for it.

“You think an awful lot of yourself.”

“I have to. I’m a doctor. God Complex and all that.” He squeezed her tight, his breath shifting to calm, even patterns. They watched the tourists below, smaller than ants, then their eyes were drawn to the tower.

She turned to him with her lips, ready for a kiss.

And he was right there to give it.

 

 

 

Central Massachusetts

Laura

 

“You’re sure you’re not upset about the honeymoon?” Mike asked her for the umpteenth time. 

“Would you stop asking that?” The wedding had been fabulous, under the circumstances, but Mike had been exhausted. The day of merriment, now two days in the past, had involved the chaotic happiness of kids and in-laws, Mike’s parents and Dylan’s mom and dad, and the promise to stay in touch with Big Mike and Mary.

“This cabin sure isn’t Paris.” Mike looked around the sex den...er, cabin, with a scowl. Laura knew he was disappointed to call off their big trip to Europe, but he was a realist. Traveling with newly broken bones—especially those ribs—wasn’t a smart idea.

“It’s fine,” she repeated. “We’ll get to Paris someday. But flying with any pain is a bad idea. Plus, we want to be near our doctors if you need extra attention. And Josie and Alex were thrilled by the offer to take our places!”

“We should have given them something big like that as a present anyhow,” Dylan added, uncorking a bottle of merlot in the kitchen.

“Didn’t think about it,” Mike said, brightening. “So there’s a silver lining. At least someone will get some action while looking out on the Eiffel Tower.”

“Think of all the fun they’ll have in Paris,” Dylan said. 

“Croissants. Coffee. French fine dining,” Laura said softly. “What’s for dinner?” she asked Dylan, who made a funny face.

“Uh, frozen enchiladas.” He shrugged as he poured three glasses of wine. “It was the best I could do on short notice.”

Mike groaned. “Great. It’s bad enough that I am the cause of not going to Paris on our honeymoon, but now our dinner is something you microwave?”

“They’re organic,” Dylan said in a defensive tone.

“Guys! I did not come on my honeymoon to hear you fight!”

“We came on our honeymoon to come,” Dylan replied.

Mike groaned.

“What? Is it some kind of secret that we’re going to have sex? There are more sex toys in that closet over there,” he said, pointing with the corkscrew, “than in a whorehouse.”

“You’ve frequented whorehouses?” Laura asked, eyebrow up.

“No. It just sounded pithy.”

“Since when do you need to sound pithy?” Mike asked.

“Since I decided to become a Pith Lord.”

Mike and Laura groaned.

“Do we really have an entire week here, with the kids just up the road at the house?” Laura asked, downing half her wine without thinking. The idea seemed unreal. She hadn’t had an entire week alone with her guys since she was pregnant with Jillian, three and a half years ago.

“Whatever will we do?” Dylan said with a leer.

“We can binge-watch all the shows we’ve missed for the past three years!” she chirped.

“I was thinking along other lines,” Mike said, sliding his hand up Laura’s knee, making her throat burble with laughter.

A week. An entire week. No diapers, no middle-of-the-night wakings, no constant whining, no chaotic noise. Laura had weaned the boys right before the wedding, so no nursing anymore. While she’d been wistful, she’d also been ready. So had they, to her surprise.

“Seriously.” Dylan frowned, downed the rest of his wine, and gave Laura an incredulous look. “A week? I think my cock’ll fall off by Friday if we try to catch up on all the sex we’ve missed for the past three years.”

“Good thing Mike has one, then,” she said, motioning for Dylan to pour her another glass of wine.

“I’m one-handed,” Mike said, waving his cast between the three of them.

“We’re not talking about how you jack off,” Dylan said with a fake sigh.

“Really?” Laura protested. “You want to talk about masturbation now?”

“I want to talk about this one hand I have and how it is going to have to do the job of two,” Mike said, kissing Laura’s neck. He abandoned his wine glass and she finished hers, misjudging how full it was after Dylan had poured a new glass. A drop of wine slid down her chin to her neck.

“Oh,” Dylan said in a low, thick voice. “Let me help you with that.” He bent down, the tip of his tongue making her body tingle as he grazed his way up between her breasts, his lips on her, suckling harder than he needed to. Reaching into her shirt, he pulled one breast out of her bra cup and continued his journey, his mouth pulling in one nipple, making her groan.

A week, huh?

Oh, this was going to be grand.

“I’m not sure,” Mike said, his breath quickening, “what I can do without a hand, and with a barely-recovering body.” They’d stayed at the campground for two days after the wedding, sending Josie and Alex off, giving Mike a chance to prepare his body for the long car drive home.

“Your cock didn’t break, right?” Dylan asked. 

Laura reached for Mike’s package, finding him tight and thick. “No,” she replied for him, delighting in slipping her fingers under his waistband, savoring the moment her fingertips made contact with the soft, rigid flesh..

“My mouth works,” Mike interjected as he groaned, the sound strangely satisfying.

“Thank God,” she muttered, going in for a kiss.

This was the first time since she’d given birth to Jillian where the sheer luxury of time spread out before her like an ocean as the tides came in, seemingly endless, massively powerful, and a reminder of how so much of the world remained out of access because it was so complex as to be invisible. A week. An entire, glorious week. She felt so rich with time. 

Sex was sex, and she knew, as she kissed Mike, Dylan’s hands on her, unbuttoning her blouse and freeing her breasts from her bra, that they would have lots of it. Operationally, that was obvious.

Even required when you’re on your honeymoon.

Some deeper sense of self, in triplicate, emerged as she contemplated the fact that they had one entire week to devote to each other. No jobs. No foundations. No dating services or music classes or swimming lessons or teething. The kids were in suspended animation (not literally) for a week while she, Mike and Dylan reconnected.

A week to be focused on each other.

Laura felt like a virgin all over again.

“You all right?’ Dylan whispered in her ear, making her shiver. She dipped her head before he could lick her ear and laughed.

Halting and tentative suddenly, the overwhelming sense that their wedding had redefined them swept over her, consuming her mind, making it race with the thousands of tiny thoughts that added up to a swarm. Her body wanted to enjoy the kiss, the caresses, the feeling of fabric against skin as Dylan stripped her nude, but she couldn’t shake the torrent of thoughts that reframed how she viewed this week. This life.

Like a prism, a tiny turn of an angle made the world explode into color and devastating brightness, her present illuminated and laid bare, her sense of self questioned.

And then, just like that, it all melted away. 

This was her world. Now. It could collapse into a tiny speck, or expand into new realms, so far-flung they stretched stardust beyond infinity. Shifting her perspective was all it took, and as she closed her eyes and let herself breathe, feeling the stroke of Dylan’s callused palm against her bare back, the prickle of Mike’s stubble on her chin, the sound of birds in the woods outdoors, and the scent of wine on Mike’s breath, she felt that change inside herself, outside herself, and the warm, full sense that every part of what she needed, what she craved, was always accessible.

She had to give herself permission.

“Too many clothes,” she murmured, breaking the kiss, shimmying out of her pants, naked before them. Mike tilted to the right, then bounced up, his smile sheepish and sensual, eyes begging her.

Please undress me.

Now.

“Need some help?” she asked, her laugh full-throated, her mind’s buzz dialing down as she reached for the snap of his jeans, the sensation of his metal zipper tab between her thumb and forefinger so deliciously slow and real that she felt her pulse in her clit. Second by second, time rolled through her like a temporal orgasm, her own breath a delight, the rise and fall of her ribcage as she inhaled and exhaled a foreplay that she found sensual beyond measure.

“I could use it,” Mike said with a sigh that morphed into a groan as she reached under the waistband of his boxer briefs and two-palmed, slid his pants off, her palms tickled by his thigh hair, her body flushed hot by sensation.

Mike needed help with the rest, but within half a minute all three were on top of the enormous bed, windows open, the warm summer air circulating as the ceiling fan above them made lazy circles. It moved slowly, a reminder that they were in no rush, either.

Her first orgasm seized her so quickly she had no time to cry out, her body clenched tight, throat unable to react. It must have been hovering beneath the surface, ready at will, and being in bed with so much warm, naked, eager flesh gave her body permission to release. 

Maybe it knew this needed to come—literally—in smaller waves at first, her body pulsing gently and with great heat, because what hovered in the room, anticipatory and patient, was going to be so great that she needed practice orgasms. The body cannot move from chatter to full immersion, Laura had learned. It needed to be promised, with kisses and slickness, with sighs and whispered dirty, dirty words, the vocabulary of heated sex an adjuvant that took the same basic set-up of biology and kinesiology and turned it into a divinely emotional, integrated sex of fucking astounding, mind-blowing climaxes. 

In triplicate.

“You’re so open and beautiful when you come,” Dylan said in her ear, his hot breath torturing her, making her hips arch up and her nipples rock hard. He lowered his voice but the need was there, emanating from him, radiating in the tiny space between where his lips began and her ear picked up the sound. He didn’t need to compliment her, and she blushed but said nothing, barely able—even after four years—to believe the words. She did, because he meant them, full-hearted and with great passion.

No touch could replace that.

“You make me come in ways that allow me to be open and beautiful,” she said to him, then caught Mike’s eye. Both of them. They knew her words were always inclusive, but she took that extra step, knowing it was relationship, glue, a kind of binding that connected them all to each other. Words matter.

Words always matter.

But actions truly do speak louder than words.

And right now, the only vocabulary Laura wanted to draw from was one that used fingers, palms, lips, and tongues to craft a love language that would transport them to another plane of existence, where blood carried words to sensual cells that cried out for attention, and where blood would recede, chests would rise and fall, and the need to touch and be touched in the marrow of each others bones would be sated. 

For a short time.

She reached to find Dylan’s thick shaft, predicting the long, dry hiss as he inhaled through his pleasure. Thoughts of tasks and errands undone flooded her mind, a ceaseless cacophony of distraction that she willed away yet again. Sex was never simple these days. She couldn’t turn off the rest of the world easily, her mind consumed by all things child, all things household, by being the executive brain of the household who felt like it never had permission to turn off.

How could he be turned on when she couldn’t turn that off?

Wrapping her lips around the head of Dylan’s cock was a start.

The soft, yielding skin tasted like silk and rainwater, his imprinted scent filling her, making her focus on him. Perhaps that was the answer: release the mindchatter by devoting herself entirely to his pleasure. She ran one hand under his shaft and cupped his balls, so heavy and light at the same time. On her knees, ass in the air, she reached up to her neck and brushed her long hair away from him, feeling it brush against the middle of her back like a lover’s hand.

“God, that feels amazing,” Dylan said. She felt his eyes on her, then felt a hand on her ass, caressing. Not knowing whose hand it was thrilled her, spiking her need even more. Over the years she’d lost the sense of who touched what during sex, their bodies molding into a blur. The differentiation between her and Dylan and Mike seemed artificial. 

They were just an erotic group of pleasure. The goal was simple: there was no goal.

Just love and fire and craving and pulse.

Smiling, Laura took him in deep, going slow, flattening her tongue and returning one hand to the underside of his sac, one finger sliding down the center of the root of him, pressing up, exerting pressure in a long line leading back to her. His groan made him twitch in her mouth just as another hand found her wet and eager, swollen and ready again.

Suddenly, she had to know. Releasing Dylan, she kept her mouth on him, but with a free hand she traced the source of the touch, the fingers that found the hooded clitoris and teased around it, making her flush.

Mike.

Mike’s one good hand.

And oh, what a good hand it was, indeed.

She quickened her attentions to Dylan, surprising him with tiny flicks of the tongue designed to make his need surge within, to trigger the massive masculine rush she loved. It wasn’t a state that was observed or heard, but rather felt. Her men became suns, radiating heat and musk, energy and fusion and fission and pure, untamed light as their arousal grew.  

Unlike frantic, stolen moments in bed, where five-minute quickies and making sure they all came right away was the order of business, to prevent an awakened child from interrupting, this was timeless. Spaceless. Laura, Mike and Dylan were in no rush, and she let herself sink further into the mind and body space that said, Breathe.

Be.

Enjoy.

Cool air tightened her nipples, followed by hot warmth that made her gasp. Mike’s blonde hair covered her chest now, his mouth on her, Dylan moving to the other side of the bed, ensconcing one side of her with skin stretched over hard marble, all fire and bone. This was the moment she’d loved so much when they were first together, the delicious feeling that they served her with their bodies, and that she was a buffet to be sampled, then devoured, until all three were full.

And the guys, empty.

The slide of Dylan’s muscled body against her left, and Mike’s awkward, lean body to her right, his casted arm comical as he held it, befuddled but with an erection that could almost touch the ceiling, made her sigh, letting go of everything but the Laura she wanted to be right now. Mike’s cock jumped in her hand as she wrapped her fingers around it, Mike’s mouth sucking hard on on nipple, her clit crying out for a mouth now.

And Dylan heard that silent cry for help. 

“Oh, she moaned as he moved like a predator, her body his prey. The moment his hands parted her legs, gentle but insistent, and as air rushed to fill the vacuum caused by the spreading of her thighs, was always a hitched moment in time, a precipice between being Laura, and being pitched forward into a sensual world of motion and wetness, of nerves and need, of timeless pleasure where she went to a place in the body that could only be accessed by his tongue, searching and purposeful, seeking her ecstasy.

She watched. This was new. tilting her chin to chest, her eyes eagerly took in the sight of his head between her legs, a bashful blush filling her cheeks as she indulged in the visual. Her body ratcheted up, her blood racing, heart slamming against the very chest that was covered by Mike’s head, the two working her body like an instrument, part strings, part brass.

All symphony.

Her fingers curled against the bed sheets, pulling them inch by inch into her fisted hands, her hips arching up as Dylan slid one finger, then two, inside her, the fullness never enough, yet teasingly helpful. The combination of his mouth on her clit, gently sucking and laving, his fingers within, and Mike’s mouth on her breast was too much, too full, too everything, and she came with a scream, the erotic violence so sudden her throat spasmed as she held her breath until she felt blood vessels pinprick around her eyes, saw the world change and shift into sepia tones, made herself exhale and then breathe in, because if she didn’t she would faint—and fainting would mean she would lose touch with this feeling. 

And that just could not happen.

Riding Dylan’s face, oxygen filling her, the great pull of air into her lungs pressing her breasts into Mike’s eager mouth, Laura felt that fusion that came with extraordinary orgasms. Blood and skin and arteries and nerves all merged into oneness, no more divisions between her body and theirs, the rough sensuality of taking as much gratification as possible from each other a kind of contract, signed in liquid lust. 

She threaded her fingers in Dylan’s hair, pulling him up, her other hand on Mike’s shaft, skimming the surface with a feather touch that she knew was more powerful than a firm grip. As if he read her mind, Dylan moved up her body, planting a wet, warm kiss on her mouth, then reaching for the nightstand for the lube.

Both. They both needed to be in her. 

Now.

This would be tricky, with Mike’s broken arm, but ten seconds later, she was astride him, her hands on his pecs, bracing herself, skin abuzz and body tremoring with a craving as she nearly wept with joy from the fullness of him inside her, from the intense eyes and slight smile that tickled his lips as he studied her, looking up. She coveted their bodies, ached to have them inside her, wanting the three aligned and joined inside her. 

Shivering as Dylan prepared her ass, the wet rush of viscous fluid dripping from tailbone down, she felt him at the rim, slow and purposeful, respectful yet eager. His chest pressed against her back, one arm bracing him on the right, the other holding himself for aim as slowly, tenderly, he made his way inside her, all throb and pulse, all steady presence and wall of hard heat behind her. 

Full. Full and overflowing, she relaxed, letting her men find their way to the piece of her buried deep inside, touched only in moments like this. 

This is it, she thought. My forever home. I’m done searching. I’m here. 

As Laura lifted herself up with her palms pressed into Mike’s chest, Dylan caught her rhythm, the sensual slide of his shaft against her tightness so excruciatingly sensitive she felt her clit blossom like mountain laurel, bursting with beauty. Her hair dragged against Mike’s shoulders as she tipped her head down, lost in the sensation, the brush of Dylan’s abs against her ass and the tickle of his coiled curls so real and human that she wished she could slow time and make it serve her. Make time submit.

Soon time lost all meaning as she felt the massive, full-body wave approach with a roar and a promise.

Tears of joy, unexpected and delightfully part of the roaring climax that consumed all three of them, rolled down her cheeks as she slipped into another world, one filled with light and pulse and groans and screams of pleasure, the roar of nirvana and raw, primal release one that had no boundaries, no rules, no expectations, and no judgment. The three of them strained for friction and flow to squeeze every drop of pounding pleasure from their simultaneous orgasm, Laura’s mind filled with one word that surfed through her body on blood pumped by nothing but lust driven by pure love.

Home, she thought. Home home home home home home home.




Epilogue

 

Two Months Later

Verily, Maine

Lydia

 

“You’re right,” Lydia admitted, looking up at the night sky, the crisp fall air cutting their kayak trip short. “You really can see more stars from here.”

“Told you,” Mike said in a mockingly arched tone.

“I am freezing. Can we get through the appreciating-nature crap so we can move on to the drinking-beer-in-a-warm-cabin part of the night?” Jeremy whined.

“Your attitude makes everything so much better,” Mike snapped.

“Hey, I’m not the one with a head injury. You’d have to have something wrong with your brain to go night-kayaking in late October in Maine,” Jeremy shot back.

“No one said you had to come along.”

“We’re a threesome!” Jeremy argued. “You have to invite me. That’s kind of the point of being a triad. We do things in threes.”

“Like bad luck. It comes in threes,” Mike called out. He and Lydia were in a double kayak, Jeremy on his own.

A gust of wind made them list just enough to tip a quart of water down Lydia’s legs.

“Let’s go back!” she squealed.

“Finally! The voice of reason!” Jeremy was a good ten yards ahead of them before Mike and Lydia had even turned their kayak around. 

“It’s not a race!” Lydia shouted.

“That’s what losers always say!” Jeremy shouted over his shoulder.

“Oh, he’s a dead man,” Mike said through gritted teeth.

Lydia just sighed.

These men.

“Last time I went night-kayaking, I found Mike Pine,” Mike said, paddling leisurely. The fact that he wasn’t trying to catch up to Jeremy surprised her, but his words caught her completely by surprise, more than his slowness.

“Really? You haven’t gone out in that long?”

“What?” Mike asked that question all the time. Hearing loss from cracking his head on those rocks was the one injury that he would probably retain for life.

“I said, I didn’t want to go alone.” She enunciated carefully, elevating her voice’s volume.

And it took six weeks before you fully recovered, she thought, but wisely did not say. 

Mike had let his silver hair grow into thick, shaggy waves before the accident, and the head wound had required shaving to the scalp. The team at the hospital hadn’t shaved all his hair, though. When the bandages had been unwrapped, Jeremy had barked like a giggling seal at the sight.

Mike had looked like something from an ’80s British band.

As soon as he’d gotten home and been able to administer basic self-care, he had shaved and used the razor to buzz his head completely. Removing all his hair revealed the nasty scab by his right ear where his head had split open, but now, two months later, the hair had grown in, leaving a tiny, jagged line where his scar had formed.

Hair grew. Skin healed. Adrenaline receded. His inner ear was scrambled, but...

People recovered.

Love endured.

“You didn’t want to kayak at night alone because you were afraid of being injured?” she asked gently, the waves bobbing them as Mike used steady, strong strokes to propel them back to the campground’s beach.

“No,” he said, musing over her question. “More like not wanting to be alone. I want to spend time with you and Jeremy. Be with you. I used to charge my batteries by going off and being by myself.”

He was right. He did.

“And now?” she asked.

“That’s all changed.” The familiar shore light patterns caught her eye. They were close.

“Why?”

He sighed, the sound one of pressure being released. Mike wasn’t musing any longer. He was unveiling himself, thought by thought, unformed and growing, a new part of their relationship being revealed.

“When I woke up in that hospital bed, I couldn’t quite process everything you and Jeremy said to me—other than the asshole comment,” he said with a grunt. “But I could see the terror on your faces.”

She made a soft, tender sound. He probably didn’t hear it, but she could tell he felt it.

“I don’t ever want to see that again in either of you. I want to be with you. Just being in each other’s presence is all I need. It took this mess for me to understand that—to have it soak into my bones.”

If they were on shore, she would be hugging him by now.

“FIRST!” Jeremy shouted, waving at them, then trudging up shore.

“Bet we get back to the house and he has a bucket of beer by a roaring fire.”

“I’m not taking that bet.” Lydia jolted as the front of the kayak hit shore. She peeled herself out of her seat and braced herself for the dip of her feet into the water, helping Mike to drag the kayak to the racks.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re right.”

Suddenly, she was in his cold, slimy arms, his wetsuit soaking her. She wore a simple windbreaker over a thick wool sweater and silk long johns.

“Hey!”

He kissed her, stroking her hair away from her face, those commanding blue eyes like planets she orbited.

“I love you,” he said, so serious, so true.

“I love you, too.”

They walked the short distance to the house to find Jeremy in front of a roaring fire, dressed in flannel pajama pants, eating pork rinds and drinking a blueberry ale.

“Told you!” she announced, popping open a wine cooler.

“You didn’t need a crystal ball to predict that,” Mike protested.

“Predict what?” Jeremy asked.

“That.” Mike pointed to Jeremy’s obvious hard on.

“I,” Lydia said in an arched tone, “did not predict that.”

“Would you stop calling my cock ‘that’? You’ll hurts its feeling.”

“He only has one?”

“Yes. Penises have one feeling.”

“What’s it called?”

“The Feel Me feeling. Duh.”

“One track mind?”

“It’s not a complex organ.”

“You ever think about having kids?” Mike asked them both.

“Okay, boner gone. Poof.” Jeremy made a hand motion like a magician on stage, releasing a scarf that turns into a dove in flight. “Vanished like a million bitcoins. Jesus, Mike, what the fuck?” Jeremy asked.

Lydia just gaped.

Mike’s face hardened. Oh, Lydia knew that look. He didn’t spend years on the ladder to global domination without that look.

“It’s a question, Jeremy.”

“It’s relationship napalm.”

“You’re not answering it.” Mike’s sapphire eyes took her in, unbelievably beautiful and intimidating, able to make her melt and shiver at the same time. “And neither is Lydia.”

“Someday.”

“We’re still young!” Jeremy barked. “Why ruin everything with kids!”

Lydia held Mike’s gaze. “Why bring this up? Because of Laura, Mike and Dylan?”

“Of course.”

“But did you have to bring up rug rats right before sex?” Jeremy groused.

“You thought we were about to have sex?” Mike said with a laugh.

“That’s what it takes to make a baby.”

“So you do want kids,” Mike said in a triumphant voice.

“I never said I wanted kids!”

“You don’t want children?” Lydia asked Jeremy softly.

He looked like a cornered animal, the whites of his eyes standing out. “How did the conversation turn from my boner to whether I want kids?”

Silence.

Lydia felt a great vibration from within, a sense that she’d experienced time and again over the years.

“Someday.”

“You can’t just steal Lydia’s answer,” Mike declared, folding his arms.

“What if it’s my answer, too?” Jeremy was veering into hysteria territory.

Mike looked to Lydia as if asking her permission.

“What? This is your interrogation, buster.”

“Are we in agreement? That’s a yes?”

“A yes to someday,” Jeremy shot back. Was he sweating? Lydia started to worry about him. The man was pale and flushed at the same time.

“Someday,” Lydia whispered, her hand reflexively going to her belly.

Mike smiled. Appreciation flooded her, the feeling of thankfulness greater than any passion she had ever experienced. Her life could be so different now. Eyes invariably attracted to Mike’s scar, she looked at it, peering intently.

“I thought we’d always have somedays. But we don’t.”

Both guys tensed.

“What does that mean?” Mike asked quietly.

“I’m not ready for kids. I’m too greedy.”

“Greedy?” Jeremy sputtered.

“Greedy. I want more of both of you.”

Jeremy’s eyebrow went up. “More of us?”

“She’s not talking about sex,” Mike insisted.

“What if she is?” Jeremy bantered back. The two began to argue.

Ah, life, she thought, smiling to herself.

Welcome back to normal.

The End
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