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In this captivating four-part series, suspense, humor, and romance intertwine to create an unforgettable journey. Get ready to laugh, cry, and gasp as you follow a marine who receives a life-altering call: his sister has been gravely injured and his brother-in-law is missing. Granted leave, he returns home to care for triplet baby girls and to solve the mystery of his sister’s attack. Overwhelmed, he sends an SOS to his team, unaware of the unexpected twists awaiting them …

Each of these marines are thrust into an entirely different kind of operation, for which they have no forewarning nor training. Yet each promises an unforgettable adventure for these military men.

Anderson Travolta is thrust into chaos when his sister, Talia, is hospitalized after a brutal assault. Granted leave from his military duties, Anderson steps into the role of caretaker for Talia’s triplets, all while unraveling the mystery behind her attack. He delves deeper, uncovering shocking truths, putting the entire family at risk from a menacing cartel.

With the stakes higher than ever, Anderson enlists the help of his military comrades and Pamela, a spirited social worker, who he knew earlier from his high school days. Together they navigate a treacherous and unexpected path, where every clue brings them closer to the truth. Amid the tension and danger, Anderson and Pamela find themselves drawn to each other, as their shared mission sparks a romance that neither saw coming.

Among the dark details they uncover, humor and camaraderie lighten some moments, offering a glimmer of hope. Anderson’s unswerving loyalty and Pamela’s unwavering determination are a formidable combination as the story builds to a gripping climax.

This tale of family, loyalty, and unexpected love will keep you on the edge of your seat, eager to see how it all resolves.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!
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Hiding his emotions, his face a mask, Anderson Travolta stood at attention in his CO’s office on this eventful morning. Anderson was shaking inside, the news hitting him harder than he could have possibly imagined. He asked, his voice breaking, “I’m sorry, sir. Could you repeat that?”

The older man gazed at him, sorrow in his expression. “Your sister’s in the hospital. It appears she’s been assaulted and is in grave condition. You’ve been given leave to go see her, if you so wish.”

“I do wish, sir,” he stated, struggling to remain calm. “Do you have any details about what happened?”

“No, not at this time. I’m sure you’ll be given more when you get there. You ship out in two hours.” Anderson saluted, and his CO saluted back. “Dismissed.”

Anderson walked to the door, clamping down on the emotions racking his body.

His superior added, “Sorry, son.”

Anderson nodded and stumbled out of the tent, heading for his bunk, where he quickly packed a bag, not even sure what he was taking. Completely blindsided by this news, he had to get to Talia.

As the rest of his team caught sight of him, they came over. “Hey, what’s going on?” asked one of the men.

“Why you packing?” Gunner asked. When Anderson didn’t reply, Gunner grabbed him by the shoulder.

Anderson just stared at his best friend and long-time confidant.

Gunner studied Anderson’s face and asked, “What’s going on, Anderson? Talk to me. … Everyone else,” he yelled to the others, “step out.” As soon as they all walked away, Gunner faced his friend expectantly.

Taking a deep breath, Anderson replied, “Talia’s in the hospital. It’s bad.”

“What happened?” Gunner’s voice rose in shock.

Anderson expected that reaction from Gunner. He grimaced at Gunner and shrugged. “I don’t know for sure.” Talia and Gunner had a bit of history, a history that Anderson still hoped would work out one day. Meanwhile, his sister had married somebody else. Now Anderson wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, but he vowed he would find out.

“What do you know?” Gunner asked.

“Just what the CO told me. Talia was assaulted, it’s bad, and she’s in the hospital. No other details for now,” he added, with a wave of his hand. “You know how it goes.”

“Who assaulted her?” Gunner asked, his tone hardening. “Because if that asshole—”

“I don’t know,” Anderson interjected, cutting off his friend, who was upset too. “I don’t know any more, just that I’m leaving on the next flight.”

“Of course you are.” Gunner frowned. “What about the babies?”

“I … don’t know. Presumably someone is there for them.”

“Right,” Gunner muttered, relief lighting his face. “That would make sense.”

Just then his team members returned, their faces somber, overhearing it all.

Gunner stepped back and asked, “Do you want any of us to go with you?”

“Not yet. … I’m not sure what’s going on. Just let me see what’s up. Then I’ll let you know.”

“Do let us know,” Burton snapped.

Another of his team came up behind him, nodding. “If you need us, we’re there. You know that.”

“Thank you,” Anderson replied, grabbing his duffel bag. He walked away almost blindly, his heart locking down the emotions still threatening to overwhelm him.

He didn’t remember the ride to the plane, nor boarding it. He did jerk awake from some catnaps, which may or may not count as sleep. Otherwise his mind had been consumed by Talia. His family amounted to just him and his sister. They’d gone through foster care in their late-teenage years, both struggling in a world that had suddenly gone ugly. Their parents had died in a car accident, and, even to this day, it felt as if Anderson and Talia woke up from a dream to find everything shattered around them.

One minute they’d been part of a happy home with the perfect family, and the next minute they’d been orphaned and put into the foster care system. Supposedly nobody in their extended family had any interest in taking them in, and maybe Anderson couldn’t blame them. At the same time, he did blame them. He blamed them a lot.

After all, he and Talia needed just a few more years to finish high school. Then they would have moved on and moved out as adults. But nope, no one was willing to take in two teenagers, so Anderson and Talia ended up in the system. Then the struggle became real. They’d both played the role of absolutely perfect kids to avoid causing any waves. They would just do their time and get out the minute they turned eighteen.

However, Anderson got fed up and left prior to being old enough but still close enough that the bureaucratic process kicked in after he’d already turned eighteen. Nothing they could do about it.

Talia was ever-so-slightly younger, eleven months to be precise, so she had to stay that little bit longer. He’d joined the US Marines but had kept in touch with her as much as he could. With just the two of them, they’d stayed close.

She married about four years ago and got pregnant less than two years back. Anderson was still trying to sort out dates when he realized the triplets were somewhere around ten months old now. With that data, he was more than a little concerned about their care.

Hopefully Tim, her husband, was doing his best under the circumstances. Anderson sympathized because triplets without Mom right there had to be tough. Even harder was the fact that Talia would be frantically doing everything she could to get out of that hospital just to get back to her babies.

No way she wouldn’t be. If ever a woman was born to be a mother, it was Talia.

Anderson had stayed as close to her as he could while stationed overseas. Still, that didn’t leave him a whole lot of in-person family time. Considering that now, he vowed to change that element of his life.

Talia just needed to get through whatever this was. And he would make damn sure he did absolutely everything so that she could get back on her feet again. When he finally exited the plane, he took his cell off Airplane mode and sighed at all the texts that had come through. Gunner had sent his fair share, but Anderson knew more were to come. He wouldn’t contact Gunner just yet. Anderson would see Talia and would speak to her doctor first. He noted the time on his phone, almost nine o’clock in the morning, and the normal business of living bustled around him. He bypassed all that to head directly to the hospital.

He had to find out just what happened and how bad the news was. He wouldn’t rest or make plans until he knew. Grabbing a cab, he directed the driver to the address for the San Diego hospital.

As soon as he walked in, he headed to the nearest nurses’ station and asked for his sister’s room.

The woman looked it up and gave it to him.

He hesitated before asking, “Do you have any update on her condition?” She gave him a guarded look and shook her head. He frowned and nodded, not willing to waste any time arguing with somebody who wouldn’t give him what he needed. As soon as he got upstairs, he would find out more. And fast.

It took a couple minutes and a few flights of stairs to get to her room. As soon as he entered, he found her in a ward with several other people. As he walked to her little corner, he peeked around the curtain and froze.

She was sound asleep. Too sound from his viewpoint. Her face was pale. If this stillness was sleep. There were monitors and tubes everywhere. He confirmed she was breathing, but it sure was shallow. Her body was lax but in an unnatural way. Her skin lax and white. He glanced around her immediate area, frowning.

He hated seeing Talia like this. She needed a private room. She needed round-the-clock care. Surely that wouldn’t have been out of the ordinary, so why was she in here? As he turned around to find a nurse, he instead saw a doctor standing nearby, a clipboard in hand, glaring at him. Anderson glared right back. “Can I get an update on my sister’s condition?” he asked abruptly.

The doctor’s expression cleared. “She’s your sister?”

“Yes,” he declared, trying to suppress the waves of anger and impatience building and swirling in the back of his mind. “I just got stateside after hearing the news. I am currently stationed overseas.” Then he introduced himself.

“That explains it. I am Dr. Rainer.”

Anderson frowned at the confusing reply but ignored it for now. “When did this happen?”

He checked the tablet in his hand. “The day before yesterday. She’s been here under our care since she was brought in.”

“Do you have any details as to what happened?”

“Not really. You’ll have to talk to the consulting doctor for specifics. All I can tell you is that she was beaten up.”

He froze. “I was told she was assaulted.”

“And that can mean so much and yet nothing at all,” Dr. Rainer replied in a calm tone. “I understand that you need answers, but all I can tell you at this point is that she is expected to live.”

Anderson immediately felt something settle inside. “Thank God for that,” he noted, letting out a harsh breath. Dr. Rainer’s face softened, as if realizing that Anderson really did care. Anderson dropped his duffel bag beside his sister’s bed and turned to face the doctor again. “What can you tell me about her current condition?”

“She’s got several broken bones, … and she’s in a coma.” When Anderson grimaced, the doctor held up a hand. “She’s under supervised sedation at the moment,” he explained. “We had to straighten a leg and an arm, plus the pelvis, and she’ll need physical therapy for a while.”

“That’s fine,” he noted. “She’ll get whatever she needs.” A note of determination filled his tone.

At that, the doctor smiled. “We’re glad she’s got somebody who cares.”

“What does that mean?” Anderson asked, frowning at him. “Where’s her husband?”

The doctor stared at him and finally stated, “We’ve had no contact with a husband.”

“No, no, no, no. She’s married, with babies,” he shared, trying so hard to not break down. “Her husband, … they’ve been married for like—”

“I’m sorry. I can confirm that she’s had no visitors—husband or otherwise. We’ve been unable to contact him. The police are involved, of course, but I don’t have an update for you on the husband.”

“What about the babies?” he asked, his concern skyrocketing.

The doctor shrugged. “As far as I know, social services has been called.”

“Crap,” he muttered, staring at him. He picked up his duffel bag and looked back at his sister. “Will she sleep through the night?”

“Oh yes. With the surgery she went through, her current comatose state, she won’t wake any time soon. We’re keeping her sedated on purpose,” he added. “If you need to leave—”

“Oh, I need to leave to find her husband,” he spat, chewing on his words.

“As I mentioned, we’ve had no update.”

“Oh, I’ll get you an update,” he snapped, cutting off whatever else the doctor would say. “And there sure as hell better be an excellent explanation for him abandoning her and those babies.”

The doctor suggested, “If they were separated, maybe he doesn’t know.”

“Did anybody go to the house?”

The doctor again shrugged. “I’ve just returned from the holidays. Whatever has been noted in her chart is all I have and nothing more.”

“Right,” Anderson muttered. “So all you can tell me is that she’s okay right now?”

“Yes, and she’s expected to recover fully, but she’ll need a fair bit of extended care and rehab.” Dr. Rainer looked up from the tablet in his hand. “And you mentioned she has children?”

“Yes,” he confirmed, his tone softening. “She has triplets. I think they’re about ten months old.”

The doctor’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh my. She’ll definitely need a hand with them going forward.”

Anderson nodded. “And a hand she will get.” Turning to his sister, he leaned over Talia, gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek, and whispered, “Don’t worry, Talia. I’ll sort this out.”

And, with that, he nodded to the doctor, gave him his number, and added, “Please, if you have any updates, if you need anything, or if you have questions, just call me. Anytime, day or night, just call me.”

The doctor nodded. “I’ve added your contact information to the file.”

“It wasn’t there before, huh?” he asked.

“No, I didn’t see anything in the file here.”

“You have it now,” he stated briskly. And, with that, he turned and walked out and sent Gunner a bare-bones text, updating him. That should calm him down for maybe one minute or two. Anderson was having his own breakdown, so Gunner’s breakdown just had to take a back seat for now.

Anderson took another cab and headed straight to Talia’s place. Surely Tim had an explanation for this. And Anderson knew security cameras were set up in the house. Yet, as soon as he got there, he noted all the lights were off, the place was quiet. Frowning, he walked up to the front door and pounded on it, but he got no answer.

He was not one to be deterred by simple things like locks, and he could easily pick this one, but why bother? He quickly found a spare key his sister always left out front—but not in the usual spot this time. Anderson was inside the house in seconds. He dropped his duffel bag in the front hallway and called out, “Tim, you here?”

Still no answer.

With a heavy foreboding in his heart, he walked through the ground floor at a fast pace. He made a note to take time to go through Talia’s home office soon. This two-story residence was a starter home but still a nice place and a nice neighborhood to raise a family. He then raced upstairs and found the babies’ room, complete with three cribs, and yet a twin bed was off to the side—as if they were sorting out sleeping arrangements in the future. If Talia was still breastfeeding, he figured that maybe she would just feed them on the twin bed. He shook his head, finding it hard to imagine just how challenging that would be with three babies.

He found no discernible sign of Tim nor any sign of what had happened to Talia. As soon as he headed to the master bedroom, he saw a different story here.

The bed hadn’t been made, and the blankets were on the floor, as if there had been some tussle. Maybe it was just Talia’s reaction to waking in the middle of the night, all in a rush to get to her babies. Anderson shook his head. When he walked to the closet, he saw absolutely no men’s clothes at all, with one section completely bare. Either Tim had moved out ahead of the triplets’ births, or he’d moved out afterward.

Anderson’s next stop was the security system, set up in a closet in the third bedroom upstairs. He quickly logged in, knowing the password as he’d helped his sister with it a couple times. He backtracked to the day in question. However, the living room camera appeared to be off. The other cameras revealed empty rooms.

He bolted downstairs to inspect the living room camera, which had been turned to face the ceiling. His face darkened as he quickly recentered it on where the main action would be. This implied someone knew about the system. “Tim, goddamn you,” Anderson growled as his anger grew.

He spun on his heels, knowing in his gut that Talia had been attacked here, in this very room. He flung around furniture and rugs. He had smelled no bleach upon entering the home, and he didn’t smell any now. Yet Talia had been assaulted here. He would stake his own life on it.

Still, he found no blood on the floor, and there would have been blood with the injuries she had sustained. Probably a good thing Tim wasn’t here right now because, at this very moment, Anderson would kill his brother-in-law without hesitation. He took a deep breath and whispered, “But who would take care of Talia and the babies?” He repeated it like a mantra. Anderson couldn’t do anything that took him away from his family.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of something reflecting the light. He crept over to it, squatting to take a closer look. Grabbing a nearby Kleenex, he picked up the item and cussed. The ragged piece itself was plastic, gray in color. He searched the room for more, for anything. Cussing again, he found another bit of light reflected back at him from the front doorway. He bent down and with another tissue picked up yet another plastic piece, torn, caught at the threshold, and gray in color.

Like a tarp. Like a goddamn tarp for Talia to bleed out on.

Beating her up had been planned beforehand.

Trying to calm himself, Anderson phoned the local police station and after endless waiting—or at least it seemed that way to him—he was connected to the lead detective on Talia’s assault, a Detective Colt. When he finally answered on the other end, Anderson asked, without preamble, “How and where did you find my sister, Talia’s, body?”

The detective stopped to ask who the hell was calling, and Anderson barked back the info. “How and where?” he repeated.

“I really can’t discuss a current investigation,” Colt replied.

“The hell you can’t,” Anderson yelled. “I just …”

“Get control of yourself or I’m hanging up,” Colt yelled back.

“Try it, Colt, and I’ll have the US Marines on your back.”

Colt went silent.

Anderson continued. “Talia was attacked in her own damn home, in her own damn living room, and I want to know how you were notified and where you found my sister.”

“How do you figure the attack was in the living room?” Colt asked.

“Because the security camera there was pointing at the ceiling until just a few minutes ago. Because I found two pieces of gray plastic material, like for a tarp. How and where, Colt?”

“Calm down, soldier.”

“Hell no, and neither could you calm down if it were your sister beaten almost to death, leaving behind triplets, with her no-good husband AWOL. I don’t know where my nieces are,” Anderson yelled.

“I understand social services has them,” Colt shared.

Anderson sighed, then asked, “Did her attackers take Talia away on a tarp? Did a neighbor see and call you guys? How the hell did social services know the babies were alone here?”

“Where did you get that information?” Colt asked, suddenly interested.

“By my own investigation done within the first ten minutes of being in Talia’s home.”

“Can’t have you in my investigation, soldier.”

“How many years do you have under your belt as a detective?” Anderson asked. Colt didn’t reply. “I bet I have more years of investigating crimes than you do.”

“Maybe so,” Colt conceded, “but I still can’t share info on this case until I’m sure you were not involved.”

“Watch your mouth, Colt. She and these babies are my only family. Plus, I was overseas and just arrived in San Diego inside of two hours ago. You can confirm that with the US Marine Corps.”

“You still could have orchestrated it from overseas.”

With that, Anderson ended the call. With or without the damn detective’s help, Anderson would find out. Just as he reached the kitchen in Talia’s home, his phone rang. He looked down to see a unknown number.

“Yes,” he barked into the phone. As soon as the caller introduced herself as Pamela, a representative from social services, Anderson took a deep breath and listened to everything she had to say. They were looking for somebody to care for the triplets until the mother got better. He asked, “Have you had any contact with the father?”

Pamela was harried and spoke fast, obviously with no time for anything but the facts. “No, I haven’t spoken to the father at all. I believe the police are looking for him because his children will get separated very soon if I can’t find foster care for them.”

“Foster care isn’t needed,” Anderson snapped. “They’re my nieces, and I can take care of them.”

A moment of silence came before she tentatively spoke again. “Does that mean you’ll take all of them?” Such hope filled her tone.

He declared, his tone brisk, “Yes, of course. They are my family.”

“Oh good,” she replied, with an audible sigh. Then she asked, “Do you have any experience with children?”

He lied. “Of course I do. Will you deliver them back here again, or do I need to come get them?”

She hesitated at the question, then asked one of her own. “Do you have car seats?”

“No, not yet. I just arrived in town, and I’m at my sister’s house.”

“I thought it was a crime scene.”

Anderson frowned. “No tape is up, and nobody stopped me from coming in. The doctor at the hospital didn’t mention a crime,” he explained in exasperation. “So, back to the babies. I need to know what you’ll do.”

“I’ll bring them to you,” she shared. “I’ll verify that you can look after them first, before I leave them in your care.” And that was the end of her call.

Anderson got the distinct impression that she would confirm he was capable of handling whatever was coming next. He realized he might be in over his head, but no way in hell he would let Talia’s children be carted off to foster care the way he and Talia had been, not when someone was available to help. Those triplets were his own flesh and blood, and his sister was comatose in the hospital. It was up to him to take care of them while Talia healed.

He looked around the living room that he had just tossed and began to put it to rights again before Pamela arrived. He sighed, then called out to Talia, even if just in form, “You sure as hell better wake up soon, girl, because I need to know what the hell happened here.”

One of the first things he needed to do was find Tim. Had Tim gotten into trouble? Had Talia and Tim been fighting? Was Tim even alive? Maybe he was attacked when Talia was? Anderson frowned, then shook his head. If Tim had been attacked, it probably wasn’t here. That sorry excuse for a human didn’t live here anymore.

All those questions and more spun a web in his mind, including the worst-case scenario, that Tim might have put Talia in the hospital himself. If that were the case, Tim would find no place on earth where he could hide from Anderson. He would never let anyone get away with that.

Another question reared its ugly head. Gunner will kill Tim if he attacked Talia. Gunner’s likely response echoed in Anderson’s mind, equally vehement. If Tim did that to Talia, he will never hide from my wrath. Anderson sighed. He had to update Gunner eventually or the guy would nag Anderson to death. Anderson had no time for that shit, what with the arrival of his nieces soon and with Anderson doing his own goddamn investigation into Talia’s attack and her missing worthless husband.

Anderson put on a pot of coffee, waited to get his first cup, then took it with him as he dumped his duffel bag in the spare bedroom upstairs. He looked around the second floor of the house, now with the knowledge that Talia had probably been dragged from bed and taken downstairs to the tarp—or lured downstairs—and then beaten there. He was now searching every drawer in these upstairs bedrooms and the bathroom, plus every pocket in every garment she owned. Having no idea how much time had passed, he heard a vehicle out front.

He ran downstairs and out the front door to see someone he assumed was Pamela, the social worker, with the triplets. As he walked to her, she had one baby carrier with its baby on the sidewalk and was struggling to get the next one out of the car. He raced to her side. “Let me give you a hand.”

She stepped back and watched as he quickly unbuckled the carrier and brought it along with child number two onto the sidewalk, now alongside the first one. Ducking back inside the car, he had the third baby’s seat unbuckled and out in no time.

He smiled down at them. “Good God, they’ve grown,” he muttered, staring at them in astonishment.

“Yeah, that’s what kids do. We spoke on the phone earlier. I am Pamela Walker.”

He turned to her as she assessed him with that look. He nodded, reaching out to shake her hand. “Anderson Travolta. I get that you’re wondering if it’s safe to leave them with me, but let me tell you this,” he began. “These children are my family, and no way in hell you’re taking them away.”

She sniffed and tucked back strands of her loose hair. “I commend your enthusiasm, but, if you’re not a fit substitute, it doesn’t matter what you say,” she replied coldly.

“Oh, I get it, but these babies are my family.” He faced them again, shook his head, and muttered, “And, man, do they ever look the same.”

She cracked a smile. “Yes, they are identical.”

“Yeah, but there were a couple differences before,” he pointed out. “I don’t know if there still are though,” he conceded doubtfully, as he stared from what appeared to be one identical face after another.

She smiled. “They probably have grown out of some of the differences,” she noted, “but, for the most part, they are identifiable.”

“If you say so.” He quickly picked up two of the carriers and then asked, “And how do we manage the third one?”

“The same as people have been doing since forever,” she quipped with a chuckle, as she grabbed the third one. “You have somebody to help, right?” she asked him.

He glanced at her, modulating his tone because the last thing he wanted was a hassle in dealing with social services. “Help is coming.” Absolutely no way would she take these babies from him, not if she thought he would be a decent parent in the interim, not until his sister came home and could care for them herself. And the last thing he needed in this situation was to get into any argument about it.

When he got the babies inside, he carried them over to a large playpen in the living room and plunked the carriers onto the floor. Within seconds, he had the first two out and on the hopefully clean rug on the floor.

While he was unbuckling the third, Pamela said, “At least you know your way around buckles.”

He nodded. “That I do.” In truth, other kids, much younger ones, had been at the foster care centers where he had spent some time, but he had done everything in his ability to avoid dealing with them. He didn’t want to get attached to anybody, not when everyone he had loved had been taken away.

As soon as he had the third baby on the floor, the triplets took off, hitching across the floor on their butts, pulling forward with their arms, and babbling happily at each other. Wow, they were strong little people, but wouldn’t crawling be easier, faster? With a shake of his head, Anderson realized that this would be a little harder than he thought. He caught up with each triplet, taking off the coats that they had on to counter the mild winters here in California. “Did you bring any of their gear back with them?”

“All their gear was left here,” she stated, studying him.

He nodded as he stared down at them, then asked her, “How did social services know the babies were here and all alone?”

“We got a call from the police, which is usually how we know, unless a neighbor calls in some suspicious activity, wondering if the children are in danger.”

Anderson nodded. “Do you have any updates on my sister?”

“No,” she told him. “You’ll have to get that directly from her doctors. Have you been to the hospital?”

“Yes, I have,” he stated abruptly. “I left my phone number as the emergency contact, and I came here. I need to see where my brother-in-law is.”

“We don’t know her husband’s whereabouts, and she hasn’t been awake to tell us. She does have a marriage certificate on file.”

“I’ve checked the closets,” Anderson shared. “His things are gone, so I don’t know whether he left before or after the birth of the triplets.”

“Of course that is our concern as well. So, he’s not here?” she asked, turning to look around.

“No, not that I saw since I got here a few hours ago.”

“Good enough.” She continued. “We don’t really have space for the triplets, but I still need to know that they’ll be safe with you. I can’t leave them with you unless I’m sure you can handle this.”

He turned to her, and, with a tone that left no doubt, he vowed, “They will be safe with me. I may not have very much experience with triplets,” he admitted, acutely aware that she watched him closely, “yet I’m a US Marine. So I am trained to handle the worst events in life. Therefore, I can assure you that I will do whatever it takes to be here for Talia and for these girls.”

“I believe that you will.” She pulled out a card from her pocket. “You’ll really just need to dive in. Experience is the best teacher.”

“Oh, I got that part,” he muttered, as he stared down at the triplets, still moving around the room. “I’m just not sure I know exactly what that’ll look like.”

She chuckled. “No, but you’ll find out pretty quickly. If you have any questions, just ask.”

Anderson sighed. As his gaze went from her card to her face, he finally took her in. For the first time he noted her huge chocolate-colored eyes, with big swooping eyelashes that just seemed to come out of nowhere. Her brown hair was mostly in a bun, with hair falling out at the back. It looked as if one of the triplets had grabbed hold and pulled, which he wouldn’t be at all surprised by. He had seen that on a video from his sister, with the triplets grabbing her hair all the time.

Startled that he had lost track of the urgent matters at hand for a short moment, he smiled, then nodded at her. “So, … about having any other questions, you mean about how to look after them?” he asked.

“Sure,” she replied. “Call about anything.”

“I appreciate that. Hopefully I won’t need to disturb you.”

“Maybe not,” she replied, “although being a caregiver for triplets at any age can be a huge burden, but especially when so young. They are on formula, need lots of diapers, and some starter baby food.”

“Right,” he noted, scratching his chin. “I will get it figured out pretty quickly.”

She walked back to the front door. “I’ve got to get going, but please call if—”

“I’ll be fine,” he stated firmly.

She hesitated, her gaze on the babies now. “You’ve got my number for a good reason. If you’re uncertain at all, give me a call.” She smiled at him. “I’ll be doing checkups on you anyway.” When her phone buzzed, she read something on her screen and muttered, “I’ve got to get to court and pick up two more. It’s been a rough few days around here.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, and he meant it because nobody should have this headache.

“I’ll check in with you tomorrow.”

“Good enough.” And, with that, he kept one eye on her until she was in her car, while keeping one eye on the babies, always in motion. When she finally drove off, he closed and locked the front door, then turned to the triplets, still skidding on their butts, coming toward him, the first one scrunching up her face at him. The others were right behind her.

“The learning curve here will be … hellish.”


Chapter 2
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Pamela couldn’t believe that Anderson didn’t recognize her. He had no idea who she was, and it was almost heartbreaking—yet she probably should have expected it. Just because he was still on her mind didn’t mean he’d ever even given her a thought. Just another memory that seemed to go AWOL while she wasn’t paying attention.

She always knew she would see him again, but it never occurred to her that he would not even recognize her. How was that possible? They hadn’t been boyfriend and girlfriend, but they had hung out in the same group in high school. Enough interactions had transpired between them that she would have thought he would have recognized her easily. Maybe he did. Maybe he just couldn’t place her, but the fact that he was here and looking to gain at least temporary custody of his sister’s children was something she had never expected.

Those poor babies …

She hadn’t even known that Talia still lived in San Diego. How did that happen? Probably because Talia’s last name was different now. Probably because life got in the way. Probably because Pamela’s thoughts always gravitated toward Anderson, not so much Talia.

Pamela shook her head. She hadn’t seen him in all these years. Once he’d left, he was gone-gone, and everybody else could just be damned. That was apparently his attitude and had been that way for a very long time. He’d always been one of those people who didn’t sweat the small stuff, and, once he was done, he was done.

Yet, if you were on his good side, he was there for anything you needed, for as long as necessary.

Pamela groaned as she drove to the courthouse.

In addition to her other cases, she had a lot of follow-up to do on this one. Now that temporary care was arranged with Anderson, she needed to pull the file and look for red flags on any of the parties involved to watch for any updates or potential danger to the babies. This would include checking Anderson’s record because he must have a clean record for her to hand over custody for longer than today. She should have done it already as it was. Today had been pretty busy already for her, without the new court case and transporting the triplets to Anderson.

She could only hope that his background check allowed her to grant him temporary custody. She wanted him to do this for his sister, but Pamela still had a job to do. Part of that job was making sure Anderson would be a decent stand-in father—and mother—for the triplets, until his sister could get back on her feet.

The problem was, Pamela wasn’t sure how recovery would go for Talia. According to the doctors, her injuries were severe, and, though she would likely recover, that rehab road would definitely be difficult and long, particularly if she intended to look after her babies on her own.

Of course the husband was an unknown factor in the equation. Pamela had been trying to contact him this whole time, first to care for the children himself, and now to at least ask for his permission to allow Anderson to have temporary custody. The birth father’s approval would make her job a lot easier, but, so far, she had received no response from him. And that worried her in a big way.

She really didn’t want to find out that he’d had something to do with Talia’s assault.


Chapter 3
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Anderson was frozen in the living room, staring at his nieces, hoping he had the right stuff to handle this op. One of the triplets looked up at him with a funny look on her face. Then her face scrunched up, as if she didn’t like the look of him. Suddenly her face cleared, and moments later a raunchy smell filled the air.

“Good God,” Anderson whispered. “I’m all about helping family, but wow.” He groaned and wondered out loud, “I hope we have diapers here, with instructions.” He quickly raced through the house, leaving the three babies alone in the living room, knowing that he probably shouldn’t even do that.

Thankfully both bathrooms had diaper supplies and changing tables. “Jesus, Talia must be exhausted just from motherhood,” he muttered, to no one in particular, as he frantically got his bearings. Nobody should have to handle this on their own. Then he quit ruminating and got to work. First he scooped up all three in his arms and moved everyone to the nearest bathroom.

It took him a few minutes to figure out how the disposable diaper worked. He would have been done in half the time, but his first target wouldn’t stop moving.

He repeatedly told her to hold still, but she just laughed at him. Thank heavens she was laughing and not crying because he didn’t know what he would do if the tears came. Plus, he remembered Talia saying that, as soon as one ended up crying, it was a signal for everybody else to turn on the waterworks.

Before long, he had babies hanging off his legs, and he had no idea what to do about it. He managed to get the first one changed, and that’s when the smell of the next one came up. “Good God, you guys are all synced like clockwork.”

And, sure enough, it took at least twenty minutes to get all three of them cleaned up and changed. Now as he faced a pile of dirty diapers and the lack of organization in his world, he noted that he may not be that well equipped for this special op.

He groaned again, whispering, “Dear God, Sis, you’re a freaking miracle maker.”

The trouble with three babies was—and this was undoubtedly just one of many other troubles he hadn’t contemplated yet—how the hell did you carry them? He managed to loop his right arm around two at the same time, then grabbed the third in his left. That way he could get all three of them where he needed to go, but it wasn’t the easiest plan, and his sister, sure as heck, couldn’t do it this way. Nonetheless, with all three babies held awkwardly in his arms, he headed to the kitchen.

Everything from sniffles—as if they were tired and frustrated—to screams began. This part would get to him fast, he acknowledged. “Nope, nope, nope, not happening,” he declared, tamping down on the rising panic he felt.

He found three highchairs in the kitchen, thankfully. Yet it took him a bit to safely put all three infants on the floor. Regardless he managed, then plucked them up, one at a time, and sat them in the highchairs. By the time he got them all strapped into the chairs, the first one was already trying to get out of the straps. As soon as he got the straps back on her, the second one was just about to fall on the floor. “Oh no you don’t.”

He quickly turned and snagged up number three. He didn’t even know how to tell them apart at this point, and he would have to deal with that issue very quickly. He presumed it would make a difference to how they responded to him if he could at least get the right name for each of them.

Maybe it didn’t make a darn bit of difference to any of them. Maybe they just wanted to be left alone. How could he even tell what they wanted?

He wasn’t sure which one was Lisa, which one was Lily, and which one was Lana. But Lisa was the name that first came to mind, so he just kept calling them all Lisa, knowing that was ridiculous. Desperate to establish any routine or something workable for the moment, he went with it.

As soon as he got them all secured into the highchairs again, he made the mistake of giving one a spoon. She immediately smacked her nearest sister across the head, and the screams just ripped him apart. He’d been in the fridge, trying to find baby food, while not at all sure what it looked like.

What did ten-month-olds even eat? Thank God they weren’t still breastfed. Pamela had mentioned formula, so he was good on that point. In theory anyway. He groaned yet again. “Sis, it’s about time for you to wake the hell up. I’ll help you with damn-near anything. But, man oh man, I could really use your help right now.”

But it wasn’t to be.

He found some pureed baby food in the cupboard, and, searching the internet on his phone, he quickly managed to read something that he hoped would work here.

As soon as the girls realized that food was coming, it was like a signal went off in their heads. Things got even louder and crazier, and they all started hollering.

“It’s as if you guys somehow tell each other to yell together now,” he grumbled, trying to figure out how to quiet the din that would further drive him crazy. It’s not that he held it against the babies, not at all. But, good gosh, how did anybody function with all that noise going on? How could three small babies shout so loudly?

And so went the rest of his day. Changing diapers, feeding the little poop machines, and changing more diapers.

By the time he got the babies into bed that night, he didn’t have a single ounce of patience left in his body.

He was worn out and stressed out, and all he could think about was getting some sleep himself. He hoped that, come morning, things would be much easier. The trouble was, morning happened after nighttime. And apparently for these three, nighttime meant getting up.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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