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Chapter One
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​“You’re dating Ron Bailey?” Jeff Nickerson asked, stepping back from Mary Bates. “When did that happen?”

Mary shook her head as she spoke. “Jeff, you can’t expect things to be the same after being gone ten months.”

“I didn’t know my father would linger. Or that it would take four months to settle his estate.” Jeff stepped back further until his back pressed against the office wall.

“No, you couldn’t know. And you couldn’t drop everything to come back when Ron offered to buy your third of the catering business.” Mary pushed back from her desk. She rose and leaned forward, placing her hands on the desk. “Susan and Tim’s decision to move to Sacramento caught me off guard, too.”

“A whirlwind of shit happened. I guess the next question is, what about us?” Jeff asked, looking away again.

Jeff’s gaze barely met hers since she told him about dating Ron. Mary pressed her lips together. Jeff hadn’t asked for exclusivity before he left nor talked about it when they started seeing each other. He’d never officially asked her on a second date or introduced them as a couple. 

She’d grown close to Ron. He knew she cared for Jeff. Ron helped her take care of her granddaughter along with his youngest sister’s toddler. Jeff didn’t know that her stepdaughter Darcey had moved back to Cascade Bay while he was settling his father’s estate in Europe. Where did that leave her and Jeff? 

Mary licked her lips and moved around her desk. She perched on the edge closest to Jeff. “Is there a me and you? We hadn’t discussed that before you left.”

“How more you and me can it get than sleeping together and spending time at each other’s places?” Jeff moved toward her. His hazel eyes changed color like Susan’s cat when he was pissed at you. It was like he cussed you out as they went from gold to green and back to blue.

“Talking about it. Having an agreement. Actually admitting you and I had second and third dates.” Mary crossed her arms tight against her chest. “Assuming doesn’t mean it’s a fact.”

She watched Jeff’s chest rise and fall as he exhaled, letting go a long sigh. He reached up, running his fingers through his hair. How had she missed the subtle changes? His black hair curled in places she hadn’t noticed before. He wore it longer than before he left. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth as he reached for the chair next to her. Could she admit she missed him? Did she dare say it without them talking things out?

Jeff dropped into the chair next to the desk. Doing the good son duty had come with a price. His estranged father’s wanderlust had taken him on offbeat paths most of his life to the point of divorcing his first two wives. His final path took him to central Europe, where he’d met Ona, the last woman to settle him down. What possessed his father to have more children, Jeff didn’t know. All that mattered now was Ona and his new younger siblings didn’t have to worry about money or a roof over their heads like he had. The restaurants he advised Ona on buying started showing growing profits before he left. What he was going to do with his half-a-mill inheritance, he didn’t know. He thought Mary would be part of it. Had he thought wrong?

“Guess I fucked up pretty badly. Would an apology help?” He slid lower in the chair and gripped the arms.

Mary’s snorted laugh aimed hard for his gut and heart's vulnerable areas. If he gripped the arms harder, he’d crack the plastic. Maybe the pain and anguish churning deep in his belly would lessen if something distracted him. What would distract him? Mary was the one thing that kept him sane during his darker moments in Europe. Damn, he had messed up. His tunnel vision had kicked in and...he looked up. Mary watched him like a hawk sizing up the prey within its sight.

Mary smiled at him and unfolded her arms. A good sign? He wasn’t guessing at anything. He repeated his earlier question. “Would an apology help?”

“There was a time when I thought I owed you one.”

“You don’t.”

“Hear me out, please.”

“Okay.” He put his hands in his lap. Breaking Mary’s chair wouldn’t endear him to her any quicker if she were willing to forgive him.

“I thought a lot about what happened after you left. Asked myself if you owed me an apology. For a while, I thought maybe you did.” Mary sat in the chair next to him.

“Your thoughts now?” Jeff sat up straighter, keeping Mary in his view. She wore her hair shorter. More than once, Ona had remarked on how pretty Mary’s brunette hair and brown eyes were. He remembered her brown eyes, but hair color wasn’t something he paid much attention to. 

“We both shut up and waited for the other to make contact. You and I both are victims of circumstances we had little control over in many ways.”

Jeff nodded. “Spot on. My blasted tunnel vision kicked in, and the rest is history.” He looked down and up as he continued talking. “How about we both say sorry?”

Mary chuckled. He squirmed, rubbing his wet palms on his jeans. He took a deep breath and held it. He tried not to stiffen outwardly. Here came the no?

“It’s scary how our thoughts run parallel sometimes.” Mary leaned toward him, holding her hand out. “Before I say I’m sorry, I need you to know one thing.”

“What’s that?” He leaned forward, reaching for her hand.

Mary leaned closer, her fingers within reach of his. “I’m not giving up Ron.”

Jeff dropped his hand. “You what?”

“I want to see both of you. You both intrigue me.” Mary started to draw back.

Jeff stood up and moved to the right of the chair Mary sat in. “Trying to play Ron and me against each other?”

Mary rose. “No, not that at all. You each complement parts of me. Ron’s a polyamorist. We’ve been talking about where we mesh.”

“Have you slept with him?” Jeff folded his arms tight against him. God, talk about insecurities running rampant.

“I’m not answering that. This is about you and me. I asked you if there is an us. If you’re interested, that includes me seeing Ron. Still open to saying I’m sorry to each other?” Mary laid her hand on his arm.

Jeff pressed his lips together. His ego screamed, no, don’t go there. His heart whispered you know you are. And his Id, well, its horny lopsided smile just said getting laid was better than doing it alone. Not that he’d had time in the last week to think about that. Delayed overseas flights, canceled connections, and little to no sleep had grabbed his immediate attention. His internal clock kept pinging he should be asleep since it was the middle of the night in Europe.

He licked his lips and replied, “I’m sorry. I’m saying it ‘cuz I am. I want to see you. I’d like to think there’s an us.”

He stopped and clapped his hand over his mouth, covering up another yawn. Coming straight from the airport wasn’t such a great idea. Jet lag didn’t cure itself by sleeping on the flight. He needed a decent night’s sleep and food. He might make sense with a clearer head and rested and not come across as reactive. He dropped his hand and leaned down toward Mary. He pressed his lips to her forehead and drew back. He’d forgotten how much their five-inch difference in height made.

Mary reached up and patted his cheek. “I can see why you asked about an overnight. You really should have gone home and crashed.”

“Probably. I dreamt about you many nights and being cuddled by you. I’d hoped tonight would be the first of many. I’m wrong.” Jeff turned back to his chair and picked up his messenger bag.

Mary cleared her throat. “How about I drop by after Ron and I have dinner? I’m free until noon tomorrow.”

Jeff slung his bag over his shoulder. He shrugged. “What about Ron? Don’t you need to talk about you and me with him?”

Mary smiled and hugged him. “Good call. We’ve done a bit of that. Tonight, it sounds like you need me. Ron is picking up his niece after dinner with me. I don’t think he’s going to want to put the make on me.” 

“Sounds like our babysitting Susan and Tim’s triplets or Nina and Leslie’s twins.” Jeff hugged Mary back, leaving his hand on her shoulder.

“Tabitha is one lively preschooler. At four and a half, she is talkative, energetic, and loves to learn.” Mary stepped away from him and moved toward the door. “How about I call you when Ron and I are done with dinner?”

Jeff nodded as he made his way toward the office door. He stifled another yawn and blinked. “Sounds doable. I’m glad I’ve got a short drive to the condo.”

He reached for Mary’s hand as they stepped into the hall leading to the front of the floral shop. She entwined her fingers with his. He raised their joined hands to his lips and pressed a quick kiss along Mary’s knuckles.

“Thanks. It’s good to know you still care.” Mary leaned closer, her lips puckered.

“Never stopped caring. Too many things demanding priority. I admit I messed up.” Jeff brushed his lips over Mary’s and let go of her hand. “I best get going. I’ve got one stop to make on the way.”

Mary looked at him quizzically. He grinned. “You know how I hate to grocery shop. But I have to.”

Mary chortled. “Go on home. I’ll have Bev, my assistant, run by the store and drop things off for you.”

Jeff waved as another yawn overcame him. He called out as he strode toward the door. “Got basic toiletries on me. You know what I eat. Need laundry stuff, too. Later.”

He didn’t dare look back. Mary’s comments hit closer than he cared to admit. Truth didn’t offer a choice between soft or rough. It came with a touch that could keep on gut-punching him or he could step back and decide where he went next. He could move forward, assessing where they stood and how Ron fit into the mix. There was staying mired in the past, not letting go of the crumbled and torn picture that didn’t touch reality. One he’d built without taking time to examine building materials. Dreams and desire could build many things. Depending on the job, they could use help.

Jeff unlocked his car. The new car smell reached up and caressed his nostrils. The sports car purred as he started the engine—his first indulgence with his new funds. As he backed out of the parking space, one thing stood out in his mind. Ron, his business partner and college bestie, was close up and personal in ways they’d never been before. Sharing Mary was going to take getting used to if they went that route.

Mary stood in the shop door, watching Jeff drive away. She swallowed hard as she let go of the door handle. She’d bristled at his nonchalant entrance when he first arrived. His assumptive question came out like he expected her to be in the same position and doing the same thing from ten months ago. Once she’d gotten over the initial shock of seeing him in the flesh instead of on a computer screen half asleep due to time differences and continents between them, she’d regained her composure. Her heart skipped a beat with his first hug and then another. Yes, she’d fallen for him more than she realized.

Then there was Ron. The unexpected that snuck up on her and tugged at parts of her she’d forgotten about. Two unique men who had parts of her...Mary sighed. Possibly parts of her heart. Something she hadn’t dared to acknowledge in quite a while. Were the three of them up to the challenge she’d issued? Find a way for the three of them to...shaking her head, Mary walked back to her office. She didn’t know what to anticipate next.

She needed to talk to Ron. She picked up her cell phone and scrolled to his number. His photo and contact information came up. Ron’s short-cropped ginger-red hair and blue eyes drew her from the moment she’d met him. Like Jeff had attracted her with his wit and infectious laugh and his cat-like hazel eyes. She pushed the call button.

Ron answered on the third ring. “Hi, Mary.”

“Hey, Ron,” she replied. “Good time to talk?”

“Sure. Last of the late lunch crowd just left.” Ron leaned back against the booth he sat in. “What’s up?”

“Jeff’s back.” Mary didn’t say more.

Ron nodded. “I know. He texted me to pick him up at the train station.”

“You knew and didn’t say anything?” There was no mistaking the agitation in Mary’s voice. Her edgy tone and higher pitch said it loud and clear.

“Dropped him at the dealership to pick up his new car. Not more than a ten-minute run from the station. Didn’t leave time to talk.” Ron sipped his coffee. 

Mary’s sigh came out of the phone as if she were next to him. He pressed his lips together. He knew that sigh. Five months of friendship and three months of dating put that particular sigh in front of him more than once. Its deep and heavy tone told of her frustrations. He’d stay quiet a few moments more. If she didn’t speak, he’d ask his question.

“Okay,” Mary said. “He came here. Acting like nothing between us changed.”

Ron nodded again, setting his coffee mug down. He shouldered the phone as he turned in the booth, stretching his legs out on the seat. “I see.”

Mary snorted. “Stop being nonchalant. Don’t you care what I told him?”

Ron rolled his eyes heavenward. “I care to a point. Share what you want to.”

“I told him about us.”

“Okay.”

“Is that all you can say?”

“I could say more and jump to conclusions. We both know that doesn’t solve anything.” Ron pulled his coffee mug to him. He grasped the mug and finished speaking. “We knew he’d be back at some point.”

“Yes,” Mary responded. “I guess I need to tell you something.”

Ron chuckled. “I almost said okay. I think you deserve a better reply. How about ‘go ahead’?”

Mary’s laugh flowed out of the phone. She didn’t sound very tense. “I told Jeff I want to see both of you.”

Ron drank the rest of his coffee, grimacing at its coldness. He set the mug down and pushed it away. He took hold of the phone and swung his legs off the booth seat. “How’d he take it?”

“I’m not sure. He kept yawning and trying to sound like he got what I said.”

“I’m good with you seeing Jeff. We’ve discussed this.” Ron paused, waiting for Mary’s response. When nothing came, he continued speaking. “Are we on for tonight?”

“Yes. After dinner, I’m going over to Jeff’s.”

Ron glanced at his watch as he replied. “Good. I need to finish what I’m doing here and head home. Pick you up around six?”

“Sounds good,” Mary said. “Oh, there’s one more thing.”

Ron smiled and said, “Okay.”

Mary laughed. “I may spend the night with Jeff.”

“Sounds like you need to talk this one out. We can do that at dinner, okay?”

“Sounds great. See you around six,” Mary said and hung up.

Ron laid his phone on the table. He pulled the day’s receipts and the open laptop computer sitting next to them to him. The sooner he dropped the bank deposit in the night drop, he might get home quicker. Mary sounded like she wanted to take their relationship to the next level. A level that included Jeff. How was Jeff going to handle this? That added another aspect to everything.
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Chapter Two
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Ron glanced at his watch. Six o’clock and he was stuck in traffic. Traffic hadn’t moved for the last twenty minutes. Ten minutes earlier, three cop cars sped by with lights and sirens on full blast. Another siren sounded, followed by the blast of an air horn. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Two fire engines were making their way in and out of traffic to the highway’s shoulder. Great, he wasn’t going anywhere for a while longer. The bright spot in all this, his sister had canceled his babysitting. Poor Tabitha had the flu-like her older cousins, who she’d spent the day with. He wasn’t getting near his sister or Tabitha until they were better.

What did he do while he sat in traffic and waited? He’d finished the audiobook he was listening to on the way to work. The local talk radio station did an all-news hour until seven. Listening to music didn’t bolster him. He reached for his messenger bag lying on the passenger seat. As he took out his cell phone, it buzzed. He looked at the screen. It showed two text messages and a missed call from Jeff. It also displayed low battery warning. He plugged the car charger cord in and connected his phone.

The messages were from Mary. She was running late and stuck in traffic. Ron chuckled. Neither of them were going anywhere fast. Not that they had plans to do more than dinner. Still, he knew Mary felt the same way he did about being late. They didn’t run their businesses that way. Punctual and plenty of time between appointments, flexing with their clients, and drawing the line when needed brought them repeat business and great word-of-mouth advertising. Susan had sold them her final portion of the business when Jeff left for Europe. His silent partner aspect had worked to a point. When the catering portion of the business grew to more than Jeff could handle from overseas, selling it made sense.

Ron held the phone to his ear as his voicemail started. “Hey dude,” Jeff said in between yawns. “I wanna talk about you and Mary. I didn’t know you’re a polyamorist. We need to talk face-to-face. Lunch tomorrow, okay?”

As the message ended, Ron glanced in his rearview mirror. Two ambulances were barreling up the shoulder, lights flashing and intermittent sirens wailing. Great, he and traffic weren’t going anywhere for a lot longer.

He scrolled through his contacts until he found Mary’s number. She picked up on the third ring.

“Hey, your ears must be burning. We were just talking about you,” Mary said.

“We?” Ron asked.

“Yes. Jeff and me. He called to let me know Bev just got to his place with the groceries he asked for.”

“You running a side business I don’t know about?” Ron asked, noticing the sunset out over the bay. “Crap, way things are going, we aren’t going to get dinner.”

Mary’s snicker came through as though she was in the car with him. “Look, I got Jeff on the other line, let me conference him in. Before I do, I sent Bev to pick him up some groceries so he wasn’t driving asleep at the wheel.”

Ron held the phone away from him. Did he want to talk with Jeff and Mary at the same time? What kind of conversation would this be? Jeff’s tone in his message sounded perturbed and out of sorts. If it got out of hand, cutting the call short was an option. Maybe a faceless phone discussion might ignite some talk that broke down barriers. Hell, he had some reservations, and he was the experienced one out of them. No one ever said polyamory was easy. It wasn’t for the faint of heart either. He wet his lips and replied, “Sure, go ahead. We’ve got to start talking at some point.”

“I know. Maybe the phone is the best place to start,” Mary offered.

Ron chuckled. “I agree.”

“You agree on what?” Jeff asked.

“How long have you been listening?” Ron retorted.

“Just added him,” Mary countered. “Seriously.”

Ron shook his head as traffic slowly moved forward. He shouldered his phone as he gripped the steering wheel. “Okay, give me a moment. I need to put you on Bluetooth before the cops decide I’m ticket fodder.”

“Oh, shit,” Mary replied. “I need to, as well.”

“How about this,” Ron offered. “I’m close to the exit for Jeff’s place. We meet there?”

“This is turning into face-to-face,” Mary responded.

Jeff’s yawn came through the phone loud and clear. “Excuse me,” he said. “I need ten minutes to shower and get decent.”

“I can pick up a couple five-dollar pizzas.” Ron held the phone away from him, pushed the speaker button, and laid the phone on the passenger seat. He glanced into the rearview mirror again, signaled, and moved on to the shoulder, easing his way into the line moving toward the exit.

“Pepperoni and ham if they got ’em,” Mary answered. “I need to get gas before I come over. I’ll pick up some salad and sodas.”

“Sounds good,” Jeff added. “That gives me twenty minutes to shower and dress. Another ten to stuff odds and ends in the closet.”

Mary’s laughter rang out. “At least make room for us to sit and be comfortable.”

“Look, I unwrapped what furniture I could before dropping on the bed rolled up in a blanket to nap.” Jeff blew a raspberry into the phone and hung up.

Ron smiled as he exited the highway. This wasn’t the evening he envisioned. Nor was the conversation he just had either. Life brought surprises and challenges. How this turned out wasn’t predictable. Right now, he had pizza to pick up.

“You still there?” Mary asked.

“Yes,” he replied, turning at the next light. “You okay with this?”

Mary’s sighed and answered. “Confused and unsure.”

“I understand. I think we all are.” Ron turned into the parking lot of Pizza Haus. “We’re hungry. Once we’ve eaten and broken the ice in person, things may ease up.”

“I hope so. I’d hate to have to choose between either of you,” Mary said and ended the call.

Ron turned his car off and got out. He stuffed his phone in his pants pocket as he entered the restaurant. Doubt floated below the surface for the three of them. He understood that from negotiating boundaries and relationships with other polys. This time he was dealing with newbies. That took a different approach. One that moved as slow as any needed and lots of communication.

He approached the counter preoccupied with his thoughts. He looked down from viewing the order board to catch the server smiling and watching him. After a few minutes perusing the board, he placed his order—two pepperoni and ham pizzas and a large dessert brownie pizza

“How long before the order is ready?” he asked the server as he’d paid.

“Five to ten minutes. Have a seat.” The server pointed to the row of chairs near the door. He sat on the one closest to him and resumed his earlier thoughts.

Mary had met several of his poly friends over the last two months. She had a basic understanding of what polyamory was about. What Jeff knew he couldn’t say. How this first conversation would turn out, he wasn’t sure. He didn’t want to lose friends or the connection he and Mary had. How did he start the conversation? Maybe he let Jeff and Mary start it. Let them ask the questions and voice their concerns.

Ron drummed his fingers against his leg. Was he ready to admit his last poly relationship was more than a year ago? Even then, that one had been a flash that lasted six months until Lydia moved to Australia. Her job promotion had turned into an offer she couldn’t turn down—double her mid-thirties salary and a house rent-free for two years. Last he heard from her, she was dating an Aussie poly couple. His last serious relationship...well, if he was honest with himself, it was probably over two years ago. Madeline’s deployed husband had given them his blessing before he deployed. Dan’s next duty station offered a chance for a house and a permanent place for them to live since he was a year out from retirement. Even with an open invitation to visit Dan and Madeline, Buffalo, NY, didn’t hold the enticement like other places where snow wasn’t a four-letter word.

Now there was Mary. Ron sighed. Yes, a primary relationship was what he wanted. Would that come about with Mary?

He glanced at the counter. The server approached with his order.

“Here you go, sir. Anything else?” She set two pizza boxes on the counter along with a large plastic bag.

Ron peered inside the bag. He could make out part of the label on the box on the bottom. It held the brownie. On top of the box lay three Styrofoam plates, a stack of napkins and cutlery in plastic packets. “No. Looks good. Thanks!”

As he turned away, the server said, “Valerie says enjoy and good to see you again.”

Ron leaned to his left and caught sight of Valerie, the owner. Ron waved and called out. “Thanks! Good to see you, too.”

A soft wind blew as he opened the door and exited. Fresh pizza wafted up, teasing his nose. He inhaled, savored the fragrance, and hurried to his car. His stomach growled as he set the pizzas and bag on the back seat. He hoped traffic had eased allowing him to get to Jeff’s quickly. If he had to sit in traffic again—he wasn’t waiting to sample a slice.

Two easy turns thanks to green arrows in his favor and he eased into traffic on Lake Road Parkway. Jeff’s condo complex sat close to the inland group of lakes at the outer edge of Cascade Bay’s growing city limits. The city council had plans for three new schools, another development of houses, and an extension of the business corridor running out along the municipal airport road.

Since Leslie and Nina were living in Washington, D.C., due to Leslie’s election to the House of Representatives, Tim and Susan’s move to Sacramento left Mary and him running the party planning business.

Making new business connections and growing his portion of the business brought he and Mary together tighter than if he’d just run the diner. How were the three of them going to handle being in business and a relationship together?

Ron let out a deep pent-up sigh as he moved into the lane to turn into Bay Lakes, Jeff’s condo complex. The light turned red as he reached the head of the lane. He kept one eye on the traffic light and glanced at the sunset out over the bay. Reds mixed with pinks and golds as the sun sunk lower in the sky. A few birds chirped as the sun disappeared from view.

Honk! Honk! Ron jumped. He looked in the rearview mirror. Mary sat behind him, waiting to make the turn like him. He turned onto the two-lane road leading to the completed condo buildings. The two lanes threaded their way between the six three-story buildings' parking areas. The last building closest to the clubhouse and pool area housed Jeff’s condo.

As Ron parked, he could make out the surveying stakes that marked the far side boundary of the fifty-acre development. It looked like they marked off single-family home plots. Across the road from them, partially constructed townhomes and duplexes lined the dirt road leading to the construction area. Mary pulled into the parking space next to him. She waved as he got out of the car. He blew her a kiss as he made his way to the driver’s side rear door. He reached in and picked up the two pizza boxes.

He placed the boxes on the roof of his car and leaned back in to get the bag when a hand fondled his ass. He tried to straighten up and see who dared such a PDA. Thwack. He banged up against the open car door.

“Ah shit,” he cursed, dropping the bag on the seat. The brownie box inside slid out. He leaned in, grabbing at the box as he placed his hand on the seat to steady himself. Sounds of plastic crumpling followed by more cussing. He grabbed the bag in one hand and gave into the fall, landing on the seat, the box close to his open hand. Ron laid his hand on the box and slid it to him. He let go of the bag, letting it fall to the floor of the car. He put both hands on the seat and pushed upward to straighten up. Thump! He banged his head on the doorframe of the car and stumbled backward.

“Damn it, who the hell do you think...” He rubbed his head as he backed up. Ron looked over his shoulder, rolled his eyes, and sighed.

Mary gave him a weak grin and said, “Sorry. I didn’t think I’d caught you off guard.”

Ron walked back to the car, leaned in, snatched the bag off the floor, and stuffed the box in it. He ducked his head as he straightened. He backed up and held the bag out to Mary. “I think you can give me a hand with this.”

Mary took the bag and apologized again. “Seriously, I’m sorry. Really sorry.”

Ron moved closer to Mary. He leaned in and brushed his lips over hers. “Don’t sweat it. Just don’t come up behind me like that again, okay?”
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