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The last thing he wanted to do was walk away.

Paul was forced to make a heartbreaking decision to end things with Lynn. It took nearly two years to painfully hammer home that, despite his beliefs, he chose wrongly and all his friends had been right. Including Lynn. Now he is back and ready to fight for the love he gave up—if Lynn will only give him a chance.

The last thing she can do is move on.

Lynn never blamed Paul because she understood why he had to leave. She also knows it tore him up inside. Two years later, she’s a shell of her former self and knows logic doesn’t matter when a shattered heart has deeply buried her under a rockslide of pain.

The last thing they thought they would have was a second chance.

Paul’s sudden return threatens to upend Lynn’s life. Can she ever trust him again, or will her dreams be cruelly crushed once more?

Genre: BDSM, Contemporary

Length: 74,779 words


BEWARE FALLING ROCKS



Suncoast Society











Tymber Dalton













SIREN SENSATIONS



[image: siren.png]



Siren Publishing, Inc.

www.SirenPublishing.com


ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.



WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. 



If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at

legal@sirenbookstrand.com


A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK

IMPRINT: Siren Sensations 





BEWARE FALLING ROCKS

Copyright © 2016 by Tymber Dalton

E-book ISBN: 978-1-68295-507-9



First E-book Publication: September 2016



Cover design by Harris Channing

All art and logo copyright © 2016 by Siren Publishing, Inc.



ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.



All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.





PUBLISHER

Siren Publishing, Inc.

www.SirenPublishing.com


Letter to Readers



Dear Readers,



If you have purchased this copy of Beware Falling Rocks by Tymber Dalton from BookStrand.com or its official distributors, thank you. Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book.





Regarding E-book Piracy



This book is copyrighted intellectual property. No other individual or group has resale rights, auction rights, membership rights, sharing rights, or any kind of rights to sell or to give away a copy of this book.



The author and the publisher work very hard to bring our paying readers high-quality reading entertainment. 



This is Tymber Dalton’s livelihood. It’s fair and simple.Please respect Tymber Dalton’s right to earn a living from her work.



Amanda Hilton, Publisher

www.SirenPublishing.com

www.BookStrand.com


DEDICATION





Especially for Trish and Bill. (AKA Bestie and Monkey Man.) Because sometimes the best ideas aren’t cooked up inside the dungeon itself, but out in the front office. And for Hubby and Sir.


AUTHOR’S NOTE





This book picks up where Beware Falling Ice [Suncoast Society 36] ends, and includes some of the same characters, continuing their stories. It’s the second in a set of three books I’ve informally dubbed the “South Dakota Trilogy.” They overlap the same set of characters, along with some familiar favorites from the Suncoast Society. The next book in the series will be Justin’s story, and will overlap the previous two a little.

While the books in the Suncoast Society series are all standalone works, which may be read independently of each other, the recommended reading order to avoid spoilers and not miss any backstory information is as follows:



1. Safe Harbor

2. Cardinal’s Rule

3. Domme by Default

4. The Reluctant Dom

5. The Denim Dom

6. Pinch Me

7. Broken Toy

8. A Clean Sweep

9. A Roll of the Dice

10. His Canvas

11. A Lovely Shade of Ouch

12. Crafty Bastards

13. A Merry Little Kinkmas

14. Sapiosexual

15. A Very Kinky Valentine’s Day

16. Things Made Right

17. Click

18. Spank or Treat

19. A Turn of the Screwed

20. Chains

21. Kinko de Mayo

22. Broken Arrow

23. Out of the Spotlight

24. Friends Like These

25. Vicious Carousel

26. Hot Sauce

27. Open Doors

28. One Ring

29. Vulnerable

30. The Strength of the Pack

31. Initiative

32. Impact

33. Liability

34. Switchy

35. Rhymes With Orange

36. Beware Falling Ice

37. Beware Falling Rocks



Some of the characters in this book appear in or are featured in previous books in the Suncoast Society series. All titles available from Siren-BookStrand.


Table of Contents


  Title Page



  Copyright Page



  Dedication



  Author's Note



  Chapter One



  Chapter Two



  Chapter Three



  Chapter Four



  Chapter Five



  Chapter Six



  Chapter Seven



  Chapter Eight



  Chapter Nine



  Chapter Ten



  Chapter Eleven



  Chapter Twelve



  Chapter Thirteen



  Chapter Fourteen



  Chapter Fifteen



  Chapter Sixteen



  Chapter Seventeen



  Chapter Eighteen



  Chapter Nineteen



  Chapter Twenty



  Chapter Twenty-One



  Chapter Twenty-Two



  Chapter Twenty-Three



  Chapter Twenty-Four



  Chapter Twenty-Five



  Chapter Twenty-Six



  Chapter Twenty-Seven



  Chapter Twenty-Eight



  About the Author



BEWARE FALLING ROCKS

Suncoast Society



TYMBER DALTON

Copyright © 2016











Chapter One



I’m the suckiest friend ever.

Lynn knew she should be happy and smiling and all that, sucking it up, faking her way through the evening’s celebration and supporting her friends.

Correction, she was happy for her friends. Andrew and Rachel were perfect for each other, and it was about time they got off their butts and made it official. Watching her friends be happy was one of the few things that ever made her smile anymore.

Still, it was all she could do to hold herself together.

She hung back behind the rest of the small crowd gathered there at Venture on that Thursday evening to witness the ceremony as Andrew collared Rachel. He was so sweet, and they would likely live a charmed life. She couldn’t have written a more perfect couple, or a funnier falling-in-love story for the two of them.

Deep breathing helped her endure her emotional pain while she watched the ceremony play out.

It was when Andrew helped Rachel stand, and then dropped to one knee in front of her to propose, that unhinged Lynn’s reserve.

Choking back the sob trying to claw its way free from her throat, Lynn quickly raced through the doorway separating the new side of the club from the old side and retreated to the bathroom there.

Alone, she stood at the sink and quietly cried.

This is hell. I’m in hell.

That’s what it felt like, anyway.

Every damn day.

It didn’t matter what well-meaning people told her, the things she “should” do. She was grieving, and it took as long as it took.

At the current rate she was going, it’d be a few more years.

At least.

If she was lucky.

When Lynn heard the bathroom door open several minutes later, she assumed it was Terrie coming to check on her.

But it was Rachel.

That made Lynn feel even worse, that she was pulling her friend away from a day that was supposed to be hers, and happy, and…

Everything Lynn knew she wouldn’t have.

Rachel hugged her.

“I’m sorry,” Lynn whispered. “I’m really happy for you guys. I am. I just…needed a minute.”

“It’s okay,” Rachel gently told her. “We’re worried about you.”

“And you know what? If he walked through the door right now and pointed at the floor, I’d drop to my knees just like that as if we hadn’t been apart for a single day.”

“I know.”

It made it so, so much worse that neither of them had wanted to break up. That they’d been forced apart.

Not only had they lost each other as lovers and play partners but as best friends.

All because Paul’s wife had lied to him years ago when she’d first met him—and in Lynn’s mind a whopper of that size was a full-blown lie, not just an omission or a failure to disclose—an expanding rockslide of issues trapping Lynn and Paul both in its path when it finally collapsed on top of them.

When the dust settled, everything had been shattered.

Including their hearts.

“God, I want you two to be happy,” Lynn said. “Please, I need to see a happy ending for someone so damn bad right now, you have no idea.”

“Just know that we love you and we’re here for you.”

“Thanks.” Lynn stepped back, grabbing a paper towel to blow her nose. “I’ll be out in a few. I just need to clean up.”

“Okay.” She didn’t miss the concern on Rachel’s face, but her friend finally turned and exited the bathroom, leaving Lynn alone.

She stared into the mirror over the sink.

Puffy nose and red eyes?

Check.

She’d forgotten what it felt like to feel…happy. Normal. Emotionally carefree. Now, she spent all day, every day, pushing herself, cooped up in her office, which Terrie had years ago dubbed her Evil Writing Lair of Evil.

The only tolerable escape offered to her from the reality she existed in.

She could flee to foreign, alien lands, invent people and plots, commit fictional murders over and over again, and force herself not to think about him.

She fingered the collar around her neck, the chainmaille necklace, one she knew she’d likely never willingly remove for anything other than showers.

Just like she would never get the small tattoo at the base of her spine covered up.

Just like she couldn’t remove Paul from her heart.

Not when she’d never be able to erase the sound of him sobbing from her brain.



* * * *



Fortunately, when Lynn finally returned to the main playspace, everything was still in full swing, her absence not missed. Terrie broke away from the group she’d been chatting with and walked over to her.

“I think you’ve had enough fun for one night, huh?”

Lynn nodded.

Terrie pulled her in for a hug. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

“I have to learn to get through it. You all are right. It’s been almost two years. It just still hurts so much.”

“I know.” Terrie fished her keys out of her pocket and pressed them into Lynn’s hand. “Go on. I’ll say good-bye for you and be out in a minute.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. We’ll be coming back tomorrow to meet Rachel’s brother. This isn’t going to be a late night anyway. Plus, you have work to do tomorrow.” Terrie arched an eyebrow at her. “You have edits you haven’t sent back yet. Martin’s going to be sending me nasty e-mails wondering why he hasn’t received them.”

“They’re not due until next week.”

“Yeah, and you almost always get them in early. We’ve spoiled him. I warned you about that.”

It didn’t matter that Terrie was Mark’s slave. She was a loving taskmaster who’d kept Lynn’s shredded sanity intact, and had forced Lynn to keep going.

More than just a friend. Her lifeline.

There was a damn good reason she jokingly called Terrie “Mom,” even though at forty-five, Terrie was only a year older than Lynn.

Lynn headed out to Terrie’s SUV and climbed into the passenger seat, reaching over to crank the engine and get the AC going to stave off the Florida heat. The muggy May night, even steamier following the late-afternoon thundershowers, felt oppressive, stifling.

Lynn had grown up with it, though. Florida’s fickle weather was like an old friend to her. About the only constant she’d had during her childhood, which was spent bouncing around in foster care for years before she’d aged-out.

After a few minutes, Terrie emerged from the building and hurried over to the SUV. They’d known each other since high school, when Terrie’s family moved to Florida from Maryland.

Once Terrie’s family realized Lynn didn’t have a forever family, they’d basically adopted her in every way other than officially. She’d spent more of her high school years at their home than she had at her foster parents’ house. Not that her last foster parents had been mean or anything, because they hadn’t. Sue and George Carlisle were wonderful people Lynn still kept in touch with. But they’d been busy with several other younger foster kids, two of them with autism spectrum issues, and it was easier for everyone for Lynn not to be around and in the way.

Then Terrie had met Mark, a Nebraska native, during their junior year of college in Tampa. The couple had been there for Lynn’s ill-fated marriage to and divorce from Ron in her early twenties.

Terrie and Mark ended up moving to Texas for several years for Mark’s job, but then he secured a transfer back to Florida. Even while living half a country apart, Terrie and Lynn had remained best friends, talking every day. Terrie also worked for Lynn as her paid author PA while raising her two girls and getting them both off to college. One daughter had earned an academic scholarship to UF, the other to FSU, their first-choice schools.

Mark and Terrie were now enjoying the freedom of being able to engage in their M/s dynamic without having to arrange for Lynn to babysit so they could go to Venture, or get a hotel room for a night.

Lynn, however, hadn’t repeated her mistake with Ron. His self-assured cockiness, which had seemed extremely charming while they were dating, turned into overbearing assholishness once they were married. A bait-and-switch.

Not a Dominant, but domineering.

After just under two years of trying to appease him, Lynn had put her foot down and told him he could shove it where the sun didn’t shine. He suggested that if she didn’t like the way he ran their household not to let the door hit her where Mother Nature split her.

Then he’d been shocked when Lynn had actually left him and filed for divorce. Which led to a few weeks of him begging and pleading and a most unDomly display of whiny douchebaggery, as he tried to “woo” her back.

She hadn’t fallen for it. He’d wanted a doormat, and she was anything but.

In retrospect, she knew she’d gotten married too fast, wanting safety and a “family” of her own. Throughout the years following her divorce, while Lynn had dated, both vanilla and kinky, nothing serious had taken root.

Until she’d met Paul.

And look where that got me.

“Let’s get you home,” Terrie said as she climbed behind the wheel. “I’m really proud of you for coming out tonight.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Terrie snorted. “One of these days, I might surprise you and get all toppy on your ass.”

It was Lynn’s turn to snort.

“Hey, I might,” Terrie protested.

“I’m sure I’ll lose sleep over that possibility.”

“I keep your writer ass herded in the right direction.”

“That’s work. I never said you were a submissive when it came to work.”

“Little Miss Switchyhead.”

Lynn stuck out her tongue at her.

When they reached Lynn’s condo, the women hugged.

“If you need to talk tonight, call me,” Terrie said. “Promise?”

“I’ll be okay. Just ripping the scab off my wounds…again.”

“Keep breathing, keep putting one foot in front of the other, and keep focused on the future.”

“The problem is I don’t know what the future is supposed to be.”



* * * *



Lynn’s calico cat, Vinnie, met her at the front door, loudly yowling her protests that Lynn had dared to leave her alone.

“I know. I’m a slacker.” Lynn reached down and stroked her. “I left, and I wasn’t working. I’m a horrible mommy and writer.”

Lynn had named her Vinnie because some of the swirls in the cat’s coat reminded her of Vincent Van Gough’s Starry Night painting.

She knew Vinnie didn’t care that she had a “guy’s” name. 

Paul had thought it was a funny name. Funny in the good way. He’d been with Lynn the day she had seen Vinnie, a tiny kitten at the time, at an adoption fair.

Paul’s wife was allergic to cats and dogs, so they had no pets, even though he’d longed for one of his own. In fact, he’d insisted on paying the adoption fee and first several vet bills when Lynn took Vinnie in for her next series of shots.

Fortunately, Vinnie was only five years old, so hopefully Lynn didn’t have to worry about losing her any time soon.

She knew when she did that it would gut her emotionally, and not just because she loved Vinnie but because it’d also be one more lost tie to Paul.

As she prepared for bed, Lynn ran through her usual routine and tried to focus on her plans for tomorrow, the chapter she needed to work on in her current manuscript, the items she’d have to check off her to-do list so she could take the time off later to go meet Justin.

Vinnie jumped up on the bed and snuggled tightly against Lynn’s back once Lynn had gotten into her usual sleeping position. With the cat’s gentle purr lulling her, Lynn eventually slipped into sleep.

One day at a time. I can do this. I have to do this.


Chapter Two



Paul opened his eyes Friday morning and stared at the ceiling, waiting for the brief moment of disorientation to settle. After eight years living in the same house, he was still trying to adjust to his new apartment, even though he’d been there going on six weeks now.

He hadn’t unpacked anything except some of his clothes and two boxes of kitchen stuff he needed to get by.

He didn’t have the heart to do more.

I’m a failure.

He’d failed Lynn, and he’d ultimately failed Sarah.

Not that, in retrospect, he could have helped Sarah in the first place, but he’d been damned determined to try.

They were all right. Every one of them.

Maybe if he had followed his friends’ advice, Sarah could have started her recovery journey sooner and already been on a path to true healing.

Or…not.

He couldn’t force her to do it. Every concession she’d dragged out of him over the last couple of years had done nothing but completely isolate him from nearly all his friends and cost him his own peace of mind as well as his marriage.

She’d had no true intentions of changing. She’d worked just hard enough to make him think he’d made the right choice to stay and stand by her side and fight for their marriage, and then…

Not.

At the end, the ongoing list of excuses from Sarah had come nearly as fast as the isolating demands early on.

She was too busy with work and volunteering to deal with him and his requirements for what she had to do for her recovery.

He wasn’t supportive enough.

He wasn’t giving her enough attention.

He was still thinking about Lynn.

It was all his fault for wanting to do “that stuff” to begin with—even though they’d both been active in the lifestyle when they’d met.

Even though Sarah had held back everything of her truths in the beginning of their relationship while he’d been a transparent and open book in return.

Even though she’d changed—rather, finally revealed her true colors—after they’d been together a couple of years.

He’d never lied or hidden the fact that Dominant and kinky was just who he was. Add in the fact that she’d been upset at him for not wanting to change to suit her. She’d known when he’d married her that he was an atheist and had no intention to find religion. So when she’d suddenly started going to church a couple of years into their marriage without even giving him the courtesy of telling him first, it’d been a little…weird.

The only reason he’d found out was he’d woken up late on Sunday mornings, the way he always did, and she wasn’t home.

After three weeks in a row of this, he’d finally managed to get it out of her that she was going to church from that point on. And she would volunteer there.

Okay, no problem, but it was more than a little odd that she hadn’t even mentioned a desire to start doing that before she started doing it. That she’d gone out of her way to hide it from him.

Which, in retrospect, was part of a much larger pattern of behavior that he’d willfully ignored from the start. She wasn’t a bad person. Not by a long shot. They’d had lots of good times together, more than enough to make him fall in love with her and want to see her succeed and heal so their marriage could survive and move beyond what happened.

To make all the sacrifices worth it in the end.

He’d trusted, and tried, and loved, and in return her omissions had been revealed and then turned around to become all his fault in her mind.

Nothing would make her happy.

Not really.

Especially not him.

Not even making himself miserable in the process—because then it was a case of, well, why didn’t he go to counseling? He was the one with the “problem,” not her. He was the “pervert.”

Everyone warned me that was the wrong therapist for her.

The struggle to try to help Sarah and save their marriage stole two years from his life that he’d never get back.

Two years of hating himself for the pain of two people when, ultimately, the only pain he’d been responsible for causing had been Lynn’s.

All because she’d trusted him.

Here, weeks after the divorce being finalized and him moving out, he still didn’t have the guts to reach out to Lynn. She’d probably moved on already, was hopefully with someone else and healing.

Would hate him.

It’d be cruel to try to contact her, right?

The lonely part of him, curled up tightly in a ball in the back of his soul and in hiding for the past two years, whispered, Try.

Those whispers grew more insistent every day but still barely louder than a spider’s web being spun through the air.

It would serve me right to see she’s moved on. I deserve it.

Then again, it wasn’t about his pain. This was about Lynn.

He’d tried to close himself off from Sarah, once it was obvious she wasn’t going to do the work required to keep their marriage alive. She’d used him as an excuse and a crutch to stay stuck, and he knew wasn’t doing her any favors if he allowed her to continue.

He sat up and turned, legs over the edge of the bed. He’d gained twenty pounds over the last two years after throwing himself into work in lieu of a social life outside home, and Sarah, and her therapist’s office.

I need to start going to the gym again.

Even that had always brought a glaring look from Sarah, unspoken accusations that he must be sneaking out to meet her.

It’d been easier to give it up, along with everything else.

To just…give up.



* * * *



Paul sat at his desk a little after nine that morning. He hadn’t bothered shaving. He didn’t have to deal with meetings today to make it worth the effort. In front of him, on his laptop, he tried to make sense of a report he’d first started working on yesterday afternoon.

The problem wasn’t the report—it was him.

Increasingly, he’d found it harder to focus.

He’d always prided himself on his focus, on being someone who could immediately fix problems when they arose, a man others could always turn to and find a steady rock.

Now, he didn’t even have that illusion of control over his own life.

Fuck me.

At lunch he walked out to the parking lot and sat in the shade of a tree to eat the sandwich he’d brought with him. He worked for a shipping company, in charge of the department that ran their database server systems. Their campus housed the company’s main server and IT infrastructure, their facility allowing the company’s computers talk to each other all over the country.

Sure, there were air-conditioned conference and break rooms all over the campus where he could have found solitude.

Sitting in the muggy Sarasota heat seemed…apt.

Penance.

Hell.

Although slightly milder and more soggy than a literal hell would probably be.

He knew he couldn’t live his life like this. At this rate, he’d be dead in a few years simply from losing the will to live.

I should go talk to her.

There hadn’t been a day since their forced good-bye that Lynn wasn’t there in his thoughts, in his heart and soul, part of him effectively amputated and the phantom pain only growing worse with time. Not just his best friend but someone he’d deeply loved and trusted. Someone who understood, embraced, and loved the dark side of him.

I never should have let Sarah order me to stop being friends with her.

But the faith-based therapist had treated their situation like a case of cheating, even though it wasn’t. No contact at all allowed. The woman had insisted it was the only way for Sarah to heal.

So he’d reluctantly agreed.

Sarah had not only signed off on his relationship with Lynn from the start, she’d actively seemed relieved to not have to be involved in “that” any longer. He never would have put Lynn through any of it had he known the secrets Sarah kept.

Had he realized how deeply broken Sarah was to start with.

Every step of the way, he’d sought permission from Sarah and never did anything she didn’t sign off on.

Had he been blind to Sarah’s secrets in the beginning? Maybe. Sure, looking back, there were lots of red flags he could see now.

But she’d also lied when he’d asked. He’d tried to get her to open up to him from the start.

She was the one who didn’t tell him the full truth.

He could second-guess himself forever, but the fact remained he’d married someone he shouldn’t have. He’d loved her, absolutely. Still did. They’d had a lot of fun together. She wasn’t a monster. She was a woman who had severe mental issues and had developed incredible coping skills to hide them.

Which made it even worse in the long run. Because, despite doing everything she’d asked of him once the truth came out, even the painful things, she still blamed him for Lynn.

She wasn’t half wrong, but she wasn’t half right, either.

He shouldn’t have blown up that day in her therapist’s office. It’d been nearly two years since he’d last been able to so much as text with Lynn. That afternoon, once again, Sarah had gotten stuck in the past, railing to the therapist about every old thing they’d already covered ad nauseam, dredging up every single perceived hurt he’d inflicted upon her, and conveniently leaving out the fact that he’d consulted with Sarah first and had received her permission.

He was tired of not being able to defend Lynn when Sarah shredded her to the therapist, because it would trigger a rage reaction in Sarah.

He was tired of not being able to honestly speak his mind without weighing all the options first.

He hadn’t even realized he was speaking out loud until he said it and the two of them stared at him.

“Do you want me to take out my pocket knife and open up a vein, Sarah? Will that make it better? I’ve done everything you asked of me, and more, and stood beside you and tried to support you and your healing, and I’m still to blame here? Really? When do I finally see you making the changes you swore to me would happen once Lynn was completely out of my life forever? I’m never going to stop loving her, so stop trying to erase the past and what’s in my heart before you end up erasing what’s there for you, too.”

That’s when the therapist frowned and asked him to wait out in the lobby for the rest of the appointment.

During the ride home, the silent arctic blast from Sarah in the passenger seat had settled deep within him.

Through this whole process, every time Sarah had mentioned a divorce, he’d gently, thoroughly picked through it with her to see if it was what she wanted or whether she was just saying it, thinking it would solve everything.

How many times?

He couldn’t even count.

She didn’t speak to him until almost bedtime. He was done trying to pry things out of her.

“Are you ever going to stop loving her?” she’d asked.

“No, but I’m here, with you. I told you when you started down this path that I’d do whatever it took to try to make this right and help you heal. I’ve done everything you’ve asked. You can’t keep using me and Lynn as the reason for you not making progress.”

“Do you want a divorce?”

“I told you that I meant my wedding vows. If you want a divorce, then you contact an attorney, but I’m doing my best.”

“Why wasn’t I good enough?” she screamed.

He wouldn’t be pulled into the trap of one of her rages. “When we met, we were both into BDSM. You’d even told me you were into swinging with your ex. I gave BDSM up for you, and I was miserable. You started going to church and dropped out of the lifestyle without bothering to talk to me about it first. When you gave me permission to get back into BDSM, you were miserable when you attended events with me. You didn’t want to be there. It was a win-win when you told me to go do it by myself. When I met Lynn, you told me it was fine. You told Lynn to her face you were fine with it. Including her and I going from being playmates to being poly with each other. It was your suggestion, if you recall.”

“You lied to me!”

“How?”

“You never told me you were going to fall in love with her! Why couldn’t you meet other women? Why only her?”

“So you would have been okay with me randomly playing with and fucking other women, but not with having only one person to play with and be partners with?”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean because you keep moving the goal line. I never lied to you about where I was or what I was doing. I always asked permission to go do things with her before we did them. If you called or texted me, I always answered or replied. Even when it was blatantly obvious what you were doing. When I tried to get you to talk to me, you’d insist you were fine.”

“I wasn’t fine, and you should have known that.”

“Why? Because I was a mind reader?”

“You could see what it was doing to me.”

“No, I couldn’t. You were drinking when I wasn’t home. I’d come home and find you asleep. You always told me to go have fun because you were too tired or too busy volunteering. How was I supposed to know what you were doing when you refused to tell me the truth? And by the way, when was your last AA meeting? Part of the deal was you’d attend a minimum of one meeting a week until we mutually agreed you could go less frequently.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“You were the one who, despite volunteering to me that you were okay with me and Lynn going from play partners to poly, told the therapist at first that I’d cheated on you. You lied to your therapist until I forced you to own up to that and admit the truth. I even had to show her the e-mails. Even then you still tried to twist it around until the therapist called you out on it.”

A guilty look filled her face. “She misunderstood me. That’s not my fault.”

“Another lie. You were the one who didn’t tell me everything going on with you when we first met. You knew my secrets when we met. You withheld informed consent from me and from Lynn by not telling either of us the truth. If you can’t trust me after everything I’ve done since this blew up to try to help you get better, then I honestly don’t know what else I can do. I won’t lie to you and tell you I don’t love Lynn, when I’m always going to love her, the way I’m always going to love you. But I chose you and let her go, even as a friend, when you asked me to. I’ve isolated myself from all my friends because of your fear.”

She’d stormed out of the bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

He didn’t chase her.

When he’d come home from work the next day and found all his stuff in the guest bedroom, he hadn’t said a word, either. Neither had she.

The message was clear.

He was done chasing her, too tired to try any longer.

The fact that Lynn and everyone else had told him early on when the shit first hit the fan that this was exactly what would happen was not lost on him.

But he’d had to try.

He stopped going to the therapist appointments, and Sarah had stopped going, too, but she didn’t file for divorce.

Two months later, when she’d barely spoken to him during that whole time, he filed, despite swearing up until that point that he wouldn’t. Especially when he realized she’d stopped taking her medication and beer bottles were starting to appear in their recycling bin every night.

Living as roommates with a woman who wouldn’t even talk to him or uphold the promises she’d made to him to stay in counseling and try to find recovery was the final straw. He’d always swore she’d have to be the one to file for divorce, but he’d also told her, in no uncertain terms, if she wanted their marriage to work that she had to do the work to try to heal and find recovery from her past traumas. That the only way he’d stay, especially after making the sacrifices he had, was if she was as dedicated to making it work as he was.

Although he knew she’d use this as one more way to blame him for everything.

Now the divorce was final, their house sold, their assets divided, his previously secure financial situation down the shitter…

And he was the bad guy all the way around.

There’d been red flags early on with Sarah. He’d ignored them, loving her and naively thinking she was being open with him, the way he was being open with her. They’d had fun. It’d felt good being with her.

A frog in a slowly simmering pot of water, he hadn’t realized it was boiling until after he’d been cooked.

Lynn probably hates me.

He wouldn’t blame her in the least.

He hated himself right now, too.


Chapter Three



Standing in front of the mirror Friday morning, Lynn practiced smiling. She’d had anything but a good night, dreams of Paul plaguing her.

The sound that would haunt her until her dying day, as fresh in her head as if it happened yesterday and not two years earlier.

Dreams of losing him in ways even worse than the reality had played out.

Last night had hit her hard, but she knew if she didn’t go today, Terrie would be calling her out on it and ordering her to go.

Lynn loved her for it. Intellectually, she knew Terrie was right. Sitting at home and pining away wasn’t healthy. Not only had Lynn cut herself off from the world, she’d cut herself off from the group of people she considered friends and needed most right now.

If nothing else, she needed to get out and let her emotional wounds get some air and begin to heal. Staying at home alone and picking at it wouldn’t accomplish anything but making her emotional scars worse in the long run.

Much like the fresh scars on her thighs, a secret she hid even from Terrie, a coping mechanism she’d started as a teenager and one Paul had helped her stop doing. One she’d started doing again in the aftermath, and had only recently managed to curb. Again.

She’d used to enjoy volunteering at the club, helping out.

Celebrating other people’s happiness.

Now she wasn’t living life so much as just going through the motions, and she felt that. Knew that.

Terrie’s accusations of her self-medicating with work were right on the nose. If she could bury herself in fictional worlds where things turned out exactly the way she’d planned them, she didn’t have to think about her own life.

Using the excuse it was about earning a living was utter bullshit, and even she saw that.

Two years.

Two fucking years.

Throwing herself into another relationship wasn’t going to happen, no. But she had friends. Rachel’s brother would need friends locally if he ended up moving down here, people he could turn to who wouldn’t judge him.

Lynn knew the least she could do was be one of those friends. The little brother she’d never had. Adopted family, the only kind she had.

She’d survived the Suncoast Society munch last month. She could survive this gathering, too.

Baby steps.

Each one she took might hurt like hell at first, but she knew if she gritted her teeth and kept on, pushed through the pain, maybe one day she wouldn’t notice the pain, no matter how deeply and strongly it remained buried inside her soul.

She had all day to prepare herself for tonight. She’d use that time well to drag her mask firmly into place and staple it to her damn face if she had to.

She wouldn’t break down tonight.

Would.

Not.

This wasn’t about her. Tonight was all about welcoming Justin and helping Rachel talk him into seriously considering moving to Florida.

Vinnie jumped up onto the bathroom vanity and loudly meowed at her. 

Lynn picked her up and snuggled her. “Hey, sweetie. You ready to do some work today, you slacker?”

Vinnie meowed at her again, and Lynn set her down. As Lynn walked past the spare bedroom that was her office, she pulled up short.

“Oh, you little shit.”

Scattered across her office floor were sheets of paper knocked off her desk, some of them chewed.

Vinnie twined herself around Lynn’s legs and loudly meowed.

“You realize I’m not on your work schedule, right? That doesn’t give you the right to chew my notes just because I’m not at my desk when you want me to be.”

The cat was an angel…except when bored. Then, she’d chew and shred paper. Surprisingly, she never used her claws on Lynn’s furniture, just the scratching post she’d bought for the cat when she was a kitten. She never missed her litter pan. Even the rare times when she barfed, Vinnie always did it on a solid surface, not on carpet or in a shoe or something.

“Meow.”

Lynn reached down and scooped the cat into her arms. “Okay, I’ve hit a new low. I’m having serious conversations with you. Terrie’s right. I need to get out more.”



* * * *



It was far more than a mere baby step for Lynn to drive herself to Venture that evening. She wanted the ability to leave if things got too tough for her. She’d begged out of eating dinner with everyone before going to the club by using the excuse that she had work to do. That was an excuse Terrie might not totally buy, but it was technically still a weeknight, and Lynn had attended the collaring the night before.

Terrie would give her a pass on it this time.

Lynn had renewed her membership the night before, even though it hadn’t been required, so tonight her check-in was fast. After paying her nightly fee and getting a wristband, she headed inside.

Lynn had no sooner walked through the office door and into the playspace than Terrie caught sight of her and headed over to greet her.

“Thought I was going to have to come looking for you,” Terrie gently scolded.

“You know better than that, momma bear. I wouldn’t make you do that. You’d never let me live it down.”

“Damn straight. Come meet Justin.” She hooked an arm through Lynn’s. “He’s really sweet,” she said, dropping her voice. “If you have any names you can pitch to Rachel and Andrew to maybe fix Justin up with, they’re open to suggestions.”

“The only ones I can think of are Glen and Wade, but aren’t they a couple?”

“Hmm. I think they’re poly, though. Still, they’d be great as friends for him. Maybe they can fix him up with dates.”

“You know, there are dating apps for matching singles.”

“Yeah, and since when do we toss someone we consider extended family to the wolves like that?”

The young man sitting at a table with Rachel and Andrew had to be Justin because Lynn immediately spotted the familial resemblance. Both had the same shade green eyes and brown hair. When Justin stood for the introductions by Rachel, Lynn noticed he was about three inches taller than her own five six.

He offered up a tentative, nervous smile that she could empathize with all too easily. “Nice to meet you, Lynn. You must be the writer Rache and Andy told me about.”

Lynn smiled back. “Guilty as charged. Don’t worry. I always change names and identifying information to protect the guilty.”

The well-worn comment earned her the expected smile and laugh.

Might as well get it out of the way because if she didn’t say it, someone else would.

They always did.

“So what do you write?” he asked as they sat down with the others.

“Oh, a lot of things. Fiction and non-fiction.” She rattled off her usual litany of genres, fiction first. But when she reached her last non-fiction category, he surprised her.

“You write game modules?”

“Guilty. I’ve been a geek since high school.”

“That is really cool. I play every week with some friends up in Vermillion.” Before Lynn realized it, the two of them were monopolizing the conversation, the others falling silent and watching them with amused expressions.

Lynn finally came up for air nearly an hour later. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t get to talk about that part of my writing career very often.”

“Why not?” Justin asked. “I think that’s awesome.”

“I write those, and the software tutorials, under a pseudonym. L.N. Durran. Early on, I wondered if I would take a hit if people thought I was a woman, so I decided to go with a generic pen name. I write fiction under a couple of different pen names, depending on the genre.”

“Is it hard to write non-fiction and then fiction?”

“Not really. Different parts of my brain are needed, is all. I don’t usually write both of them at the same time, although I’ll keep notes for game modules or computer tutorials in a notebook. Then, once I’m ready to start writing that, I’ll switch to working on that and not work on any fiction, except edits, until I’m done with the project.”

“That’s great.”

“There’s a couple of people in our group who play D and D,” she said. “They keep inviting me to join them, but…I haven’t felt much like socializing lately. I’ll have to contact them and see if they’re still playing an active campaign and if we can join them.”

“That would be awesome.”

As more people arrived, Terrie managed to ease Lynn away from the group and tossed her a knowing smirk. “Two years I’ve been trying to get you to join Rusty and Eliza’s game group,” she said, her voice low. “Two. Fricking. Years. They’ve asked you several times.”

“Yeah, well, I’m stubborn and slow.

Terrie snorted. “You are that, girlfriend.”



* * * *



Either everyone was fairly clued in to Lynn’s mood or Terrie had managed to warn them all during dinner. No one mentioned Paul, much to Lynn’s relief. She actually found herself relaxing, enjoying the conversations and catching up with others, finally settling in and remembering the things she’d loved about being a part of the Venture community.

Justin seemed to be enjoying himself, Lynn was glad to see. Terrie had caught Lynn up on what she knew about his situation. He hadn’t yet received any job offers from the places he’d applied to, and he really didn’t want to start another job that would keep him in South Dakota for another term. But he either had to move to Florida—not really in his budget—or take the job.

Lynn felt bad for him. Having grown up in foster care and not having any siblings of her own, she knew it must be hard on Rachel and Justin not being able to see each other very often. Especially now, with Rachel and Andrew on the road to happiness.

I wish I could just hit the freaking lottery and help my friends out.

She and Terrie each played five sets of Powerball numbers every Saturday night. So far, they’d both won four dollars several times, but nothing more. They’d swore if they won they’d share it with the other.

It was a nice dream, even though they understood that, realistically, they had far better chances of being struck by lightning in Florida than they did of being struck with a winning lottery ticket.

As the evening wore on, Lynn couldn’t help but notice Glen and Wade seemed to spend a lot of time talking to Justin. At one point, Lynn pulled Terrie aside again.

“You seeing what I’m seeing?”

Terrie grinned. “Yep. Like a house on fire.”

“Can we use a better analogy than that?”

“That’s why you’re the writer. They’re talking about getting together tomorrow night at Sigalo’s before coming back here. You in?”

Lynn looked around. Some familiar people, but far more strangers.

There’d been a time when she might not have known everyone’s name, but she would have at least recognized almost everyone’s faces.

Romance wasn’t in her future. Neither was play. Maybe, eventually, as a top for fun with someone, but she was done thinking she’d ever have another boyfriend, much less another Dominant.

Her heart couldn’t take it.

“Yeah, I haven’t been to Sigalo’s in a long time.” It had been part of her and Paul’s regular routine, to eat at Sigalo’s with their friends before going to the club.

And then after time at the club, they’d go back to her place to finish off their play evening with the kind of fun things they couldn’t do at the club.

Lynn shut off that line of thinking and nodded. “Yes. I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Want us to pick you up?”

“Let me drive myself. Just in case.”

“Okay.”

It was close to eleven when Lynn said her good-byes and headed for her car. As she drove home, she focused on breathing, on her life now, on the nearly unending list of projects and writing ideas awaiting her at home in the EWLE.

Focused on how happy Justin seemed by the time she’d left, still getting along great with Glen and Wade.

Maybe he’d find his own happy ending—literally and metaphorically—with those two.

A story idea came to her, and she grabbed her phone, making a voice note to herself so she could transcribe it when she got home.

I need a life. I can’t just sit at home.

It might not be the life she’d wanted, but it was the only one she had. She needed to make the most she could of it.


Chapter Four



When Paul left work Friday evening, he went home and nuked a microwaveable dinner. Then he sat on the couch to eat and browse on his laptop. Pulling up Venture’s website, he saw they were open tonight for a 101 class, followed by an open session after.

I shouldn’t go.

If he was going to do anything, he should search for his gonads and work up the courage to face Lynn. At the very least, to apologize to her. That was something he needed to do before he made any appearances around their old joint stomping grounds. The last thing he wanted was for word to get back to Lynn via a third person that he’d been seen with their mutual friends and hadn’t made an attempt to contact her.

She probably hated him, and he’d accept that, even though it would gut him. He totally deserved it, though.

Worse, to see that she was happy and had moved on, another knife in his heart. His own damn fault.

Get it over with.

He hated feeling so fucking weak and whiny. He knew damn well she wouldn’t lack for Dominants who’d love a chance to be with her. She had a wide circle of friends and a personality that everyone loved.

He’d been proud to be with her. To have collared her and to have her as his submissive. She’d been content with the arrangement they had, not trying to disrupt his marriage, and having her own independent life besides him.

It’d been the perfect arrangement for them both, not just as lovers and play partners, but as friends, too.

Best friends. Most of the time they’d spent together hadn’t even been in bed, just vanilla stuff.

And then…

He’d thrown himself on the sword.

In the end, all he’d done was create a wider swath of destruction. He’d been afraid Sarah would kill herself in the beginning, when the full extent of her issues finally seeped to the surface during her breakdown.

Deciding that going to Venture right now wouldn’t be the smartest move, he pulled up Facebook, having to first reset his password. It’d been that long since he’d used it, one of Sarah’s countless and ever-increasing triggers being him interacting with people on social media. Anyone who might possibly be mutual friends with Lynn.

Her assuming any communication he had outside her ken must be with Lynn, regardless of what he said.

Insisting she trusted him, but didn’t trust Lynn, which was illogical on a number of levels. But any time he tried to point that out to Sarah, she went ballistic and a fight ensued. Accusations that he was taking Lynn’s side instead of hers.

It had been a battle he’d run out of energy to fight.

He went in and unblocked Lynn’s personal and writing profiles, the only two names on his blocked list.

Then he went to look at Sarah’s profile. They were still friends on there. He also realized she still hadn’t removed him from her profile as her husband, and a quick scan through her timeline totally lacked any mention of their divorce.

In fact, it creepily appeared as if she was pretending all was normal with them, based on the wording of her status updates.

He figured out how to remove himself from Sarah’s profile as her husband, which also took her off his profile. Next, he changed his status to being divorced and single. With the cursor hovering over the option for a moment, Paul clicked Unfriend. After thinking about it for another moment, he went ahead and blocked Sarah.

He wouldn’t put it past her to stalk his online activities. She practically lived on Facebook on her phone.

I wonder how long before I get a nasty text or phone call from her when she realizes I’m not on there anymore.

Lynn’s personal Facebook profile was filled with the same kinds of memes and news she always used to post, mostly positive and funny. If she still did things the way she used to, her personal news was set to friends-only. Her writing profile was, as always, her book news, humor, and related items.

One of his friends from high school, Tim, was online. Someone else he hadn’t talked to in over a year and who’d been mutual friends with Lynn. Someone who’d also been among their circle of friends from the Suncoast Society and Venture.

Fuck it. Paul sent him a private message.

Long time, no chat. How are you doing?

It was a couple of minutes before Paul received the timestamp that Tim had read it.

Then Tim replied.

What’s up?

Paul hesitated. What he wanted to do was ask Tim about Lynn.

Instead, he opted for a sanitized version of the truth.

Just trying to get in touch with people. Sarah and I divorced, and I moved, and now I’m reconnecting with everyone.

Tim read it almost immediately, but there was a delay before he replied.

Sorry to hear that. About the divorce. If you want to talk, my cell number’s the same. Wife and kids are out shopping right now and I’m not busy.

Thanks. Let me get my phone.

Paul hadn’t really planned to get into a deep discussion, but a few minutes later, the longer he chatted with Tim, he realized exactly how lonely and empty the past couple of years had been. Fooling himself that he was fine, that he was moving on, doing work around the house, and basically being at Sarah’s beck and call wasn’t exactly a life. He’d lied to himself about the time spent with Sarah, that he was enjoying it, that they were a couple.

Couples were supposed to do things together all the time, right?

Instead, he realized as time went on and little changed except him, he was starting to resent her.

Then he’d sink into a cycle of feeling guilty for feeling like that. That she hadn’t been responsible for her behavior. Hell, anyone who had to use a paper chart of emotions to figure out if they were angry or sad wasn’t exactly a functional adult.

The longer they chatted Paul realized he felt simultaneously better and worse. He was reconnecting with a friend.

It only emphasized the converse—everything he’d sacrificed.

He almost didn’t catch Tim’s next statement. “I haven’t seen her in a couple of weeks, but as far as I know, Lynn’s still single.”

Paul didn’t know how to respond at first. “Oh.”

“Still lives in the same place.”

He swallowed hard. “Is…she okay?”

“We’ve known each other since ninth grade, Paul. Cut the bullshit. She’s not okay. She hasn’t been okay since you left. I wouldn’t go showing up around here until you rebuild a few bridges first, if I were you. If Tilly doesn’t take your balls off, Terrie’s liable to.”

Paul threw his head back against the couch. “I didn’t want to do it,” he said. “I didn’t want to end things with her. It was a bad situation all the way around.”

“And Lynn paid for it.”

“She’s not the only one.”

“Hey, dude, I don’t honestly care. Neither does anyone else who knows her. We’ve seen what’s happened to her over the past two years. Let’s just say she’s not as good at dealing with things as Tilly was.”

Shit. He rubbed at his forehead, a headache threatening. “Should I call her?”

Definitely not the territory he wanted to get into in this conversation, but here he was.

“I would go see her in person, if I were you. But I think she and Terrie had plans this weekend, from what I heard. Like I said, it’s been a few weeks since I’ve seen her.”

Of course she’d have plans with Terrie.

He looked around his apartment. After the past two years of his life and activities being essentially planned for him, he’d resisted doing anything that resembled work outside of work. That meant he looked like he was living in a storage unit instead of an apartment.

“I have a ton of stuff to do this weekend anyway,” Paul said as he surveyed all the boxes. “Maybe I can catch up with her in the next couple of days.”

After talking for a few more minutes, Paul wrapped up the call and then sat there, staring at his old life boxed up and surrounding him.

Then he stood, took his dish to the kitchen, cleaned the sink up, and headed for the nearest box marked “Kitchen.”

Meanwhile, he tried not to think how of how low a state Lynn must have been in if she was worse off than when Cris had left Tilly several years earlier.

Tried not to feel more guilty than he already did.



* * * *



Saturday morning, Lynn awoke with Vinnie laying on her chest and staring into her face.

“Meow.”

“Yeah, good morning to you, too.” She managed to get the cat off her so she could roll out of bed. She wanted to get some things done before heading into her EWLE for a couple of hours to do promos.

I will not feel guilty about tonight.

If she took time off, time away from writing or other work-related tasks, she eventually guilt-tripped herself for it.

Why should she have “fun”?

She wasn’t sure she even knew what the word meant anymore.

There was a long life ahead of her. What she wanted to do was build her nest egg, save her money, and eventually be able to retire and do the things she’d dreamed about, like traveling.

Kids weren’t in her life plan and never had been. She loved Terrie and Mark’s daughters to death, but after her childhood, and then her divorce, she’d decided that she’d rather not have any of her own.

Hunting down any remaining members of her “family” wasn’t in her life plan, either. They could stay anonymous, for all she cared.

That’d been another way she and Paul had been perfect. They met in that quirky little middle section of the Venn diagram that had been their lives. The part Sarah had no interest in, similar interests between them, and a need for their own space and time apart to recharge.

Lynn had no interest in trying to pursue another relationship. Not just because she still loved Paul but because her trust had been shattered. She’d seriously opened herself up to someone, exposed her soft emotional underbelly, and it gutted her.

He hadn’t meant to do it, and she knew he’d hated doing it, but the end result was the same.

Stop. Thinking. About. Him.

Instead, she should think about Justin and how maybe Wade and Glen might be perfect for him. How she should be a good friend to him because she considered Rachel a friend.

How she hadn’t seen much of any of her friends lately, and it was damn time she did.

After washing up, she headed out to the kitchen to start the coffee.

No coffee, no thinky.

Vinnie followed her to the kitchen, trying to twine around her legs with every step.

“If you trip and kill me, you realize you won’t get any catnip, right?”

Vinnie looked up at her and meowed again.

While the coffee was brewing its magic, Lynn walked into the guest bathroom and scooped the cat pan, washed and filled Vinnie’s water bowl, and topped off her kibble.

As soon as Lynn had the cat pan scooped, Vinnie squatted in it and pinched off an odiferous number two.

“Oh, seriously? How does that much stink come from one cat?”

This wasn’t Lynn’s first rodeo with the feline, however. She’d waited to tie off the bag, anticipating just this scenario. Several times a week, Vinnie pulled this exact stunt with her.

With Vinnie finally done, Lynn scooped again and tied off the bag, set it in the garbage bin outside, and washed her hands before pouring herself a mug of magic mind juice.

The only thing that got her going first thing in the morning.

As she leaned against the counter and sipped her coffee, her left hand automatically went to her collar. Anyone else thought it was just a pretty and unusual chainmaille necklace.

To her, it was a reminder. Of many things.

Mostly it was a reminder to herself why she shouldn’t get into another relationship.

Not just because she still loved Paul. A reminder that if she trusted someone in that way, that deeply, it gave them power over her to kill her from the inside out. While they were together, her collar had grounded her. Reminded her of Paul’s love for her. She was fine with the time they had to spend apart because her collar was always a tangible symbol of his feelings for her.

Since she’d grown up essentially living alone as a foster child, she was fine with not having him around full-time. She’d never had any intentions of wanting to “steal” him from Sarah, either. She didn’t need to be half of a couple to feel complete, because she was a whole person.

Apparently, Sarah hadn’t been.

When all was said and done and the dust settled, Lynn had no way of knowing if Sarah had finally found peace and healing and a solid recovery for her “issues.” Lynn sincerely hoped she had.

Otherwise, what she’d been through, what Paul had been put through, had been a cruel waste of time.

At her feet, Vinnie let out an irritated meow, fortunately shaking Lynn out of her thoughts.

“I know, I know.” She pushed away from the counter. “I’m a slacker, I’m horrible. Let’s get to work, slave-driver.” She headed for her office, Vinnie hurrying to catch up.


Chapter Five



Saturday evening, Lynn stood in her small walk-in closet and silently swore. She had the problem that most of what she’d thought about wearing tonight was now too big for her to wear without getting it altered first.

Dammit.

Not that there was a formal dress code at Venture, but she’d thought about at least wearing a corset and a skirt.

Nope.

Sigh.

Jeans and a blouse it was.

Terrie’s right. I need to go shopping.

She’d let her friend drag her out to a discount store for some basics a few months back. Considering Lynn rarely went anywhere that she couldn’t get by with jeans or shorts, she’d been loath to spend money on clothes she damn well knew she’d likely never wear.

She finally selected a blouse that was now too large for her, but its billowy lines meant it looked fine anyway. Paired with jeans and a pair of wedges she hadn’t worn in too darn long to remember, it would work. She also ended up putting on makeup for the first time in…

Too darn long to remember.

Brown hair past her shoulders left loose, she stared at herself in the mirror.

“Who are you?” she asked her reflection.

Really, she had no idea anymore. Once upon a time, she thought she’d known. Then her world tipped on its axis in a good way when she met Paul and their weird little whatever it was they had started.

Then it seismically shifted again for the worse.

Now…

Writer.

Friend?

Even that she couldn’t claim to be anymore. Not really. Not when she’d gone out of her way to completely isolate herself from the people who cared about her the most. Her friends, people she’d considered adopted family.

I need to be a better friend.

Hell, she needed to see if she still had friends besides Terrie, Mark, and Rachel.

Okay. From now on, I go out more, even if it’s just to dinner. At least once a month, I go out somewhere. Not just to Terrie and Mark’s.

She took a deep breath and turned away from the mirror, nearly tripping over Vinnie in the process.

“Dammit! Are you trying to kill me?” She scooped up the cat and carried her out of the bathroom, dumping her onto the bed. “I’m going to have a hard enough time not killing myself in these shoes. Don’t need your help finishing me off.”

Vinnie turned around to rub against her while loudly purring.

“Yeah, you keep thinking you’re suckering me. I know what’s up. You have a secret life insurance policy on me.”

“Meow.”



* * * *



On her way to Sigalo’s, Lynn had to stop and gas up her car. While there, she also bought her Powerball ticket for Saturday night. It was her only guilty pleasure anymore, ten dollars’ worth each Wednesday and Saturday.

She rarely drank, and she didn’t smoke or do drugs. Twenty bucks a week for twice-a-week potential thrills was worth it, in her mind.

After tucking the ticket into her purse, she headed on to the restaurant. She’d managed to beat Mark and Terrie, but Tilly and her guys, as well as Tony and Shayla, were already there.

Tilly and Shayla both greeted her with long, strong hugs.

“It’s good to see you out,” Tilly said, not a hint of snark anywhere in her tone.

“Yeah, I know I’ve been…absent lately. I’m going to try to get out more. I miss my friends.”

“We’ve missed you, too,” Shayla said. “And think about all the stuff you’ve missed you could have written about.”

“There is that. Probably some people happy I wasn’t around to capture their dumbassery for posterity.”

Tilly snorted. “And I’m married to one of them. Although his latest act of dumbassery wasn’t kinky in the slightest. He was giving KC a horsey ride and threw his back out.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah, tonight’s the first night in a few weeks he’s felt up to coming out.”

“Where is the little one?”

“She’s with uncles Leo, Jesse, Nate, and Auntie Eva. We’re babysitting for them next weekend so they can have downtime.”

Shayla wore a playful smirk. “I still say that Derrick getting taken out by a dildo is funnier.”

“What?” Lynn asked.

Shayla related the story to her, of how he’d stepped on a dildo that his wife had warned him he’d dropped—and how he’d ended up on the floor flat on his back.

Tilly nodded. “True. Derrick’s stunt does beat that. Then again, you heard about the whole range of mishaps plaguing Rachel and Andrew during their trip to frozen hell, right?”

Lynn smiled. “Yeah. Some of those will end up in books.”

Shayla giggled. “Who wants to take bets Andrew gets a shit-ton of hand sanitizer for Christmas from all the smart-ass Doms around here?”

Tilly raised a hand. “Uh, I was already planning on getting him one of those industrial-sized bottles.”

Shayla smiled. “Aaannnd that proves my point.”



* * * *



By Saturday evening, Paul had finally organized the kitchen and his stack of broken-down boxes grew with each one he unpacked. He’d also gone shopping earlier—finally—and actually had healthy food in the house for a change. He’d stocked up on salad fixings and lean chicken and fish to cook for himself, as well as fresh veggies.

It was time to start working on losing the weight he’d gained, as well as getting his literal house—apartment—in order.

With the kitchen now tidied and everything put away, he was going to start working on the living room when his phone rang.

Sarah.

He almost let it go to voice mail, then realized that would only delay the inevitable.

“Hello?”

“Why did you block me on Facebook?” she asked by way of greeting. “And why did you take me off your profile?”

He rubbed at his forehead. “We’re divorced.”

She waited, as if expecting him to say more. When he didn’t, she stumbled on. “You should have asked me first. That was rude.”

“Sarah. We are divorced. I don’t need your permission. And if I blocked you, how’d you know I took you off my profile?” He wouldn’t put it past her to have another profile on Facebook from which to stalk him.

She ignored his question. “What am I supposed to tell people?”

“The same thing I’m telling people. That we’re divorced.”

“I can’t tell them that!”

He took a deep breath and desperately tried to hold on to his patience. “When was the last time you talked to your therapist?”

“Don’t you dare change the subject on me! This is about you being rude. I haven’t told anyone we’re divorced yet.”

I’m out. “Sarah, that’s your problem. I’ve told people we’re divorced.”

“Who? How dare you talk about me without my permission! I didn’t tell you you could do that!” Her voice steadily rose in shrillness and volume. He recognized it all too well as a sign of one of her impending rages.

Just like he recognized all too well the tightness in his gut.

A tightness he realized he hadn’t felt in weeks since moving out…unless he had to deal with Sarah.

“I’m too busy to talk,” he said. “I’m not discussing this subject with you again, either. We are divorced, so you need to deal with that however you need to deal with it. Good-bye.” He hung up, then set his phone to silent. When she immediately called back, he sent it to voice mail.

It took her two more attempts before she gave up.

Fuck. He’d hoped to not have a conversation like that with her, but it was obvious she wasn’t on her meds. She’d simply get ragey, then break down crying, and then try to play on his sympathies.

It’d been her predictable pattern, and one that had worked on him in the past.

Sadder still was that now he could see that same pattern with crystal clarity.

Why didn’t I listen to everyone?



* * * *



Terrie and Mark arrived at Sigalo’s shortly thereafter. As they were taking their seats together, Rachel, Andrew, and Justin arrived, followed closely by Glen and Wade.

Who, Lynn was amused to see, seemed smitten by Justin.

Lynn leaned in close to Terrie. “I’m thinking those two are definitely in severe like, at least.”

“Ditto. It’s cute seeing two Domly switches tripping over themselves like a couple of love-struck puppies.”

Lynn didn’t talk a lot during dinner, content to listen and people-watch. Occupational hazard as a writer, but in this case, it was also soothing. To see her friends again, to see the people she cared about. She received multiple hugs from people as they arrived and found her there.

I missed this.

She didn’t expect perfection from herself. She still felt pain—a lot of pain. But that pain wasn’t being eased by locking herself away from her support network, either. The people who were best equipped to understand exactly what it was she’d lost.

By the time the group was ready to move on to the club, Justin had decided to ride with Glen and Wade instead of with Rachel and Andrew.

Lynn watched Rachel, her reactions, and was pleased to see her friend’s happy smile.

It looked like big sister approved of Justin’s new friends.

Terrie gently grabbed Lynn’s arm as they all started moving toward the front doors.

“You really okay to do this tonight?” she asked Lynn. “If you want to bug out, I’ll cover for you.”

Lynn looked out the front windows at the parking lot, where others were heading to their cars.

“I want to go. I want to see everyone.”

Terrie seemed to be studying her. “Don’t be brave just because I’m pushing you.”

“I’m not. I don’t know if I’m being brave or just being more a coward.”

“How so?”

“I want to see how things turn out for Justin. Focusing on watching him and talking with people keeps me from going too deep into my own head.”

“Okay.” She squeezed Lynn’s arm before releasing her. “I don’t want to feel guilty for you having a setback.”

“Not your fault even if I do. I have to start somewhere. I need to live. As much as I can, although it’s not what I wish it was.” Lynn sighed. “I feel like a broken record. This is the easiest thing for me to do right now.”

“Well, good. I’m glad.”

“Me, too.”



* * * *



This was the most Lynn had been to Venture all at once in nearly two years. Memories of Paul hit her, sharp, scraping her soul, but she pushed through it. She desperately wanted to prove to herself that, yes, she could do this.

She had to move on or she’d end up slowly dying in the dead-end rut she’d planted herself.

Honestly? She was shocked she hadn’t received a loving lecture from Terrie about her collar. She’d seen Terrie looking at it and suspected her friend didn’t agree with her wearing it.

Didn’t matter.

This was something she did for herself, self-care she wasn’t willing to give up yet. No longer would she say “never” in terms of removing it one day, but for now, it was what she needed.

That was good enough.

It looked like it was going to be a good crowd tonight. As Lynn, Terrie, and Mark staked out seats at a table in the social area, Rachel and Andrew joined them while Glen and Wade had apparently taken over introducing Justin to more people.

“So?” Lynn asked, tipping her head in that direction.

Rachel smiled. “I think maybe Justin’s going to move down here.”

“That’d be awesome.”

“Yeah.” Rachel’s smile turned wistful. “I hope he goes through with it. He’s still worried about getting a job and how much it’ll cost to move. But maybe having some ready-made friends to socialize with down here, he’ll be more willing to risk it.”

Terrie dropped her voice. “How’d he take the news about…you know.” She pointed at Rachel’s new bracelet, which was her day collar.

“He’s okay. We have an agreement that we won’t delve too deeply into each other’s bedrooms. Unless it’s to raid each other’s closets or something.”

“That’s nice.”

“Yeah. He’s not sure if he’s kinky. But if he does turn out to be kinky, neither of us wants to see the other playing.” She laughed. “I kind of suspect he does have a little bit of a subby streak in him.”

Wade and Glen definitely seemed smitten with Justin. The longer Lynn watched the three from where she sat with her friends, the easier it was to see the chemistry between the three of them. The way Justin brightly smiled at something either man said. The way the three of them leaned in close, almost shutting others out of their little group. Not on purpose, but because they were so focused on each other.

I hope that works out for them. I wish I could just pay for his move.

Maybe she could. She had built up a decent savings account. Surely moving him couldn’t cost more than two grand, right? She could easily swing that without hitting her savings.

Something good she could do to help someone else.

Maybe Justin could get his happily-ever-after ending, even if she couldn’t.

The more she thought about it, the more she decided to look into it. Justin would be in Florida for two weeks. She could talk to Rachel closer to the end of his visit and see if he wanted to make the move. If so, she’d offer to give or loan him the money to make it happen.

Hell, she’d volunteer to go up and help.

Road trip.

Terrie had been bugging her to get out and go somewhere—anywhere—to escape her condo.

To do something.

She’d never been to South Dakota before. It’d be a nice change of pace for a few days, if nothing else.

By the time she said her good-byes and headed home around eleven, Lynn had cemented it in her mind that she would make the offer. It’d suck for the guy to be stuck up there, basically alone, when he had a sister and soon-to-be brother-in-law down here in Florida who wanted him to move. Maybe he wouldn’t accept the help. All she could do was offer.

Other than her divorce, and the implosion with Paul, she’d lived a relatively charmed adult life. She sympathized with the siblings, although they’d at least known their parents and had a more stable upbringing than she had.

Still, things could be worse for her. A lot worse.

Paying it forward in the form of helping Justin make a new start might be just the thing to help jump-start the next stage of her life.


Chapter Six



After returning home Saturday night, and sucking up to Vinnie for having the audacity to leave her alone for a few hours, Lynn did a little research on rental truck costs, one-way, from South Dakota.

Not including the gas expenses, it was actually cheaper than she’d expected. Definitely doable for her. That made her even more determined to keep in touch with Rachel over the next two weeks and make the offer before Justin returned home at the end of his stay.

Surprisingly, she’d slept like a rock that night, with no dreams about Paul to trouble her.

Sunday morning, after starting a pot of coffee and scooping Vinnie’s litter box, Lynn settled in at her laptop to start her day. She even remembered to dig out the Powerball ticket she’d purchased yesterday on her way to dinner. She looked up last night’s winning numbers and then checked the Powerball ticket.

Something…wasn’t registering.

She looked at the ticket again, actually trying to process what she was seeing.

And then the numbers on her computer.

Ticket.

Computer.

Repeat.

Again.

She sat there for the better part of five minutes, struggling to verify, process, re-verify, more processing—but the numbers didn’t change.

Across one line of the ticket, she’d matched not only all the numbers, but the Powerball number as well.

Holy.

Fucking.

Shitballs.

Her hand trembled so badly she nearly dropped her cell phone three times before she managed to punch in her code to unlock it and call Terrie, although instinctively it wasn’t the first call she’d wanted to make.

But she couldn’t call Paul.

Her friend sounded like she’d just woken up. “What?”

“We won!” she screamed in Terrie’s ear.

There was hesitation before Terrie responded. “Tone it down to eleven, would ya? What do you mean we won?”

“My ticket won!”

“Won what?”

Lynn knew Terrie was as brain-dead as she was before coffee, so Lynn didn’t blame her for not grokking right away. “We’re rich!”

“Huh?” Lynn heard Terrie groan. “What the hell, honey? It’s only nine in the freaking morning? What are you doing to me?”

“I know, but this couldn’t wait. Listen, we won!”

“Won what?”

“The lotto!”

Now Terrie sounded a little more awake. “Like, what, a couple hundred or something?”

“No! The fucking Powerball!”

“Oh, honey, that’s only like four doll—”

“All the numbers and the Powerball number. Across the whole freaking line! Five hundred and sixty million dollars!”

It sounded like Terrie was moving around in bed, maybe sitting up. She still didn’t sound completely awake yet. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that your ticket…won?”

“Yes!”

“Are you sure it’s last night’s numbers?”

“I sat here for about ten minutes double and triple and quadruple and five-iple checking them.”

“That’s not a word.”

“I don’t care! Honey, we did it!”

Terrie was slow to respond. “But that’s your ticket,” she said.

“I don’t care! We always said if one of us hits it, we’re splitting it. That’s what I freaking meant.”

“Yeah, but I don’t expect you to—”

“Shut up, lady. You’re rich.” She laughed. “We’re rich!”

Lynn could hear Mark mumbling something in the background. “Okay, step one,” Terrie said, sounding even more awake now, “call Ross and get Ed’s private number and talk to him today. Do not tell anyone else you have that ticket. No, wait. Step one, take a fucking close-up picture of that ticket, sign the back of it, and put it somewhere safe where Vinnie can’t destroy it or bury it in her damn litter box or something. Step two, call Ed and find out what to do. We need to protect you.”

“Us.”

“Okay, fine, us. But please, promise me you won’t tell anyone else about it. You don’t even have a damn alarm system at that freaking place.”

“I don’t need one. It’s a gated community, and I’m surrounded by snowbirds. Most of them are up north, and the ones who are here I’m sure they’re not going to go on a rampage unless someone takes away their early bird all-you-can-eat discounts at their favorite restaurant. And get your butts over here. I don’t want to talk to Ed alone.”

“First, I need coffee. Second, you don’t know if Ed can talk to you today. Try calling him first. Then we’ll go from there. Call me back when you know something.”

“Will do.”

Lynn said good-bye, ended the call, and used her phone to take a picture of the ticket before she signed the back of it. Then she took a couple of selfies with the ticket, both the front and the back of it, just to be sure.

Looking around, she finally stuck the ticket to her office bulletin board with a pushpin, under an index card with notes written on it.

It hid it completely and put it safely out of Vinnie’s reach.

In the shower was when the shakes hit her. She closed her eyes, rested her head against the tile wall, and sobbed.

Five hundred and sixty million dollars.

She was set for life.

In all her dreams about hitting the lottery, she’d kept herself grounded in reality. She wanted the freedom to be a writer.

Now she had it, barring this wasn’t some funky glitch. And there was still part of her common sense telling her that—until she was absolutely positive she hadn’t misread the numbers or something—she needed to wait for official confirmation.

Her dream job—she had it. The condo? She owned it. Her car wasn’t new, but it was paid off.

What few bills she had—this would take care of them with a lifetime’s worth of surplus to allow her to live comfortably.

I guess I can definitely afford to pay for Justin’s move now.

That made her laugh.

There was a lot of good she could do with that kind of money and not even put a dent in it. She could make a donation to Venture to make sure they had several years’ worth of operating expenses in a savings account in case they ever hit a slow patch.

She could make a donation to the local animal rescue group where she’d adopted Vinnie.

And she could afford to upgrade her three-year-old MacBook Air, something she’d been hesitant to do, despite having the funds, because it was still running fine and she hadn’t wanted to justify the expense.

She could buy season tickets to the Lightning games, like she’d always wanted.

She could give some money to Sue and George Carlisle, her last foster parents. They were good people who deserved to have something good happen to them for all the work they did as foster parents.

She could…

Closing her eyes again, she sucked in a long, deep breath. Those were all superficial things.

The one thing she really wanted, desperately, to the very bottom of her soul, was the one thing money couldn’t buy.

Paul.



* * * *



After her shower and another cup of coffee, Lynn got Ed’s personal number from Loren and called him. He was already her attorney and had handled both her divorce as well as all her incorporation paperwork when she’d started her writing career. Derrick’s CPA firm handled her taxes and had highly recommended Ed. It was a bonus that both Derrick and Ed were in the lifestyle.

When Ed answered, he sounded a little cautious.

“Hey, it’s Lynn Durran. Sorry to bother you on a Sunday, but I have a…problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“Are you alone?”

“Hold on.” It sounded like he had to walk into another room. “Have you been arrested?” he asked.

She laughed. “Um, no. Not that kind of problem. You sitting down?”

“Why?”

“Because you’re dealing with someone who hit the Powerball.”

He didn’t respond.

“Ed?”

“You’re not talking just one or two numbers, are you?”

“I’m talking five hundred and sixty million dollars.”

“Holy shit.” He let out a low whistle. “It sounds like you need to talk to Derrick and Marcia.”

“I know. I will. But Terrie told me to call you. I signed the ticket already. Can you like put it in your safe or something until you can talk to the lottery people tomorrow for me to find out what I need to do?”

“Don’t you have a safety deposit box?”

“The bank isn’t open on Sunday. And, obviously, I’m going to need your services. Will I need a new trust for all this? Like what you set up for me for everything else?”

He made a noise that sounded like he was thinking. “That’s right, we set you up a trust. Yeah, it wouldn’t be a bad idea. Let me finish a few things around here. Do me a favor and please call Derrick and see if he can meet us at my office at three today.”

“Okay. I want Terrie and Mark there, too.”

“Why?”

“Because we always promised each other we’d split it if we won. I won, and I’m splitting it with them.”

Another silent pause. “Do you have a formal agreement?”

“No, and I want one. I know her. She’s going to fight me on it and tell me no, she doesn’t want it, and I’m going to have to force her to take it.”

He chuckled. “How can you be so sure of that?”

“Because I know my bestie, and I know damn well that if our positions were reversed, I’d be fighting her not to split it with me if she won.”

“Oh, boy. Okay, all of you, my office, three o’clock. If Derrick can’t make it, see if he can do a conference call with us in private or something.”

“Okay, thanks.”

She called Terrie and updated her. Terrie sounded more awake, but also more wary. “We’ll be there, if you’re sure.”

“Oh. My. God. Seriously? You’re fucking rich, lady. Even if you fight me on this, you’re still getting some of it, as much as I can make you take. This also means I’m calling full-time dibs on your services and giving you a huge raise.”

Now Terrie finally laughed. “Okay, okay. Uncle. We’ll be there. But I don’t want you splitting it with us halfway. I won’t take it. Mark agreed with me.”

“Well, we’re paying off all your bills, your mortgage, and at the very least you’re going to take enough that I know if you wanted to retire you could live comfortably. Deal?”

Terrie sighed. “Deal.”

“Hey, you are my family. This money is no good to me unless I can make a difference in my family’s life.” She fought the sudden tears threatening. “This is a dream come true for me. I’m still not sure I’m not asleep.”

“You’re not asleep. We’ll meet you there at three.”

“Do I need to come get you to make sure you show up?” Lynn teased.

Terrie chuckled. “Stop using my tactics against me. We’ll be there. I promise.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too, sweetie.”

Lynn hung up, feeling relieved. Then she went back to her computer and looked up the lottery site to see what they’d have to do to claim the winnings. She definitely wanted Ed leading that process.

Especially if any of her family of origin tried to come crawling out of the woodwork to suddenly become chummy with her. Not that she had any trouble standing up for herself, but it’d be so nice to refer everyone to him and pay him to run interference for her.

The last thing she wanted now was to complicate her life any more than she had to.


Chapter Seven



Derrick and Marcia were already at Ed’s when Lynn pulled into the parking lot behind the building. Terrie and Mark were only about five minutes behind Lynn.

They gathered together in the conference room next to Ed’s office, where Ed studied the ticket and compared it to the numbers on his laptop.

It was a little weird seeing her lawyer in shorts and a T-shirt, but Derrick was dressed that way, too.

“Looks like it’s the winning ticket to me,” Ed pronounced with a smile. “Congratulations.”

“Can you scan it or something and let me have the copy and keep the original here with you?”

“Will do.”

“And you’ll go to Tallahassee with me and Terrie, right?”

“Hey,” Terrie said. “How’d I get volunteered?”

“Because you’re my bestie, and I’m not doing that without you.”

Ed sat back and studied Lynn for a moment. “How do you want to split the winnings?”

Terrie started to protest, but Lynn shut her down. “I know she won’t let me give her half—”

“Neither will I,” Mark said. “That was your ticket.”

“But,” Lynn continued, “I want them to have something.” She stared at her friends. “You have to let me do this.”

Terrie choked back tears as she threw her arms around Lynn, hugging her. “I can’t believe this is real.”

“Believe it. We hit the jackpot. I know damn well you’d be doing this, too, if our positions were reversed.”

Mark snorted. “I’d be threatening you with a spanking to take half.”

“Well, since I can’t spank your ass, you’ll have to let me give you something.”

“Are you thinking a trust?” Derrick asked Ed.

“Yeah. One for Lynn, one for Mark and Terrie…”

Finally, after about an hour, Mark and Terrie agreed to let her give them a quarter, as well as generous salaries for the next ten years.

“And I want to make a donation to Venture,” Lynn said to Derrick. “Or however you need to work it. At least five years of operating expenses. Consider it a lifetime membership for the three of us.”

When Derrick tried to gently protest, Marcia spoke up and shut him down with a smile. “Thank you,” she said. “That’s very generous of you.” She glared at Derrick. “We’ll take it.”

Derrick glared back at his wife and slave. “The club’s supporting itself.”

“I know, but as the corporate treasurer, I’m overruling you, dude.”

“Consider it a donation to Kaden’s memory,” Lynn said. “I’m fine with that.”

Everyone went quiet for a moment.

Ed scrubbed his face with his hands. “Holy shit, he’d be wanting to smack you, too, Derrick, for turning down free money for the club.”

Marcia’s smile looked wistful. “There were plenty of times he gave us stuff for the club and wouldn’t let us pay him back.”

“There you go,” Lynn said. “That’s what the place is for.” She held Terrie’s hand. “It’s a good place. I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately, but I’m going to be coming back regularly now. I’m ready reconnect with my friends.”

Everyone sitting at the table knew what she’d been through, and she loved them all even more for not mentioning Paul.

By the time the meeting ended around six, Lynn felt like a weight had lifted from her shoulders.

“Dinner?” Terrie asked as the three of them stood by their cars in the parking lot.

Lynn started to say no automatically, but then stopped herself.

“Yeah,” she said. “My treat.” She smiled. “Don’t argue with me.”

Mark grinned, pulling her in for a hug. “You always did joke when you earned Stephen King money that you’d be hiring her full-time. Never thought it’d be like this.”

“Neither did I, but dammit, we deserve this. I won’t let you two feel guilty about it.”

They headed for dinner at a steakhouse Lynn had frequently wanted to go to but denied herself because of the expense.

As they sat around the table and stared at the menus, Terrie leaned in and whispered to Lynn. “Normally I’d be shitting bricks at the prices and looking for the cheapest thing.”

“I know, right?” She grinned. “Isn’t this great?”

“We’re not going to eat like this all the time,” Mark said. “This is a treat.”

“I know,” Lynn said. “I don’t want to be stupid and blow it. I just…” She blew out a breath. “I want to live. I want to enjoy life. This is like some karmic blast in a good way. I finally decided to try to move forward, and look what happened? Good luck. Boom.”

She couldn’t interpret the look on Terrie’s face and decided not to try. “Yeah, boom.”



* * * *



Lynn did something unheard of for her, especially for the past two years.

She forced herself to take several days off.

And she didn’t take the time off just because she had to travel up to Tallahassee, to the state lottery office, with Ed, Terrie, and Mark to file to claim their winnings, either. They refused the press conference, though, not wanting the attention.

Lynn took the time off for her.

She went shopping and allowed herself to spend, guilt-free, several hundred dollars on new clothes for herself.

She also upgraded her laptop.

That was her own money spent, though, because the state lottery commission said it’d take up to fifteen days for the payout to be wired into their bank accounts. Since Powerball was a group of several states, they had to collect the other states’ shares of the payout.

But it was a done deal.

Another thing Lynn did was go to Venture with Terrie and Mark the following Friday and Saturday, including dinner at Sigalo’s.

Ed, Derrick, and Marcia were sworn to secrecy about their winnings, and Terrie, Mark, and Lynn weren’t going to tell anyone, either. Eventually they knew the news might slip out, but they wanted to delay that as long as possible. Media outlets were already reporting that the winning ticket had been sold in Sarasota, but fortunately it wasn’t a store close to Lynn’s condo and one she didn’t frequent.

Rachel, Andrew, and Justin were at dinner on Saturday.

As were Wade and Glen, who definitely seemed to have latched onto the younger man.

Later, at the club, when Lynn could, she had a quick word with Rachel. “Well?”

She smiled. “He’s made the decision to move. Now it’s just a matter of when. He refuses to let me and Andrew pay for it.”

That only strengthened Lynn’s resolve.

Later, as they left Venture and were standing in the parking lot, Lynn told Terrie and Mark about her plan. “I want to help Justin move to Florida.”

Terrie cocked her head. “What?”

“I want to pay for it. Everything. You said it yourselves. I need to get out and get back into life. Road trip. We’ll go up early and pay for the truck and stuff and sightsee. Maybe I can get some ideas for a book. Mark can fly up to Omaha, and you guys can go visit his family and drive the truck back. Or I can drive the truck. Hell, I drove one when I got divorced. It’s not hard.”

Terrie studied her for too long of a time. “What’s really going on?”

“We have freedom. Let’s go do something.”

“Most people don’t win the lottery and say, ‘Hey, my dream trip is to Sioux Falls, South Dakota, or Omaha, Nebraska.’ They usually pick someplace more exotic. Like…here, at least. Florida.”

Mark snorted. “True story.”

“I’m a native Floridian who’s never really traveled,” Lynn said. “What little traveling I’ve done, it’s been to writing conferences or conventions. I see the inside of an airport and then a hotel shuttle on the way to the convention hotel and back again. Not exactly exploring-the-country kind of stuff. I’d love to take a long road trip. Come on. It’ll be fun.”

Terrie and Mark exchanged a long look. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked. “You could pay a moving company to do it.”

“No, I want to do it. It’s not like he has a lot of stuff. Terrie and I can fly up ahead of time, and then you can fly up to Omaha. She can drive down to meet you there, visit your family. I’ll bring the truck down, and we can caravan to Florida. Justin can drive ahead and get here and be looking for a job. We can stop in St. Louis and see the Arch!”

“Again,” Terrie snarked, “not exactly the landmark most lotto winners say they want to see.”

“Please? I don’t want to go crazy. I don’t want to spend like there’s no tomorrow. But this is something I can do. I can make a difference in his life. They had it rough growing up. You heard Rachel talk about it. Are you with me?”

Mark shrugged. “I guess so. I was going to take some vacation time anyway. I’m due to take it. I’m not quitting my job, though. I’ve been with the company for too long. I can get my pension in another five years. A drop in the bucket compared to what we have coming, but I’m like you. I won’t be stupid.”

“Perfect!” She hugged her friends. “I’ll talk to Rachel, and then I’ll talk to Justin.”

Terrie cocked her head at her. “If he refused Rachel and Andrew paying for his move, what makes you think he’ll let you?”

Lynn grinned. “I’m a sneaky writer. I’ll tell him I want to use it as research for a book, and that it’ll make it a tax-deductible research expense for me.”

Mark slowly shook his head, even as he smiled. “You are an evil genius, girl. I’ll give you every bit of that. I think he’ll buy that excuse.”

“If he doesn’t, I’ll resort to a tried and true standby,” she said.

“What?”

“I’ll guilt-trip him into it and say he should be living near his sister. That she worked her butt off as a kid to help him have as good a childhood as they could, so he owes it to her to get his butt down here as soon as he can so she’s not alone anymore.”

“Oooh, emotional blackmail for the win,” Terrie teased.

“Damn straight. I want my friends to have happy endings.”

Mark laughed.

“Not those kind,” Lynn said. “You have a dirty mind.”

He hooked a thumb at Terrie. “Have you met my wife?”



* * * *



Lynn had arranged to take Andrew, Rachel, and Justin out to dinner the next week on Thursday evening, the day before Justin was scheduled to fly back to South Dakota. Andrew and Rachel would be driving him to the airport the next morning for his afternoon flight.

That’s when Lynn sprang her surprise on them.

“So, you’ve decided to move here?” Lynn asked him.

“Yeah, when I can figure out how to afford it.”

“Stubborn won’t let us pay for it.” Rachel tossed a scowl at her little brother.

“Well, you’re in luck,” Lynn said. “I’ve got a book I’m working on where the characters make a cross-country move.” She turned to Justin. “I’m not taking no for an answer, so don’t even try. Terrie and I already booked our flight, too. We’re flying up to Sioux Falls on Monday and renting the truck for you. You can get everything packed next week, and then we’ll drive the truck back for you while you drive down to Florida and get started on the job hunt. Mark’s got family in Omaha, so we have the perfect excuse to do this. There’s an old dresser or something that was his grandfather’s that he’s been wanting to get, anyway. One way or another, we’d be doing a cross-country drive.”

Justin stared at her, stunned. “I…I can’t take—”

“Did I ask you to take it?” She smiled. “You don’t get to say no. I’m telling you this is what’s going to happen. I can afford this, and I want to do it. The fact that it gives me, Terrie, and Mark a ready-made reason to deduct the cost as a business expense is a bonus.” She wagged a finger at him. “So Monday, we’re flying in on the morning flight. I need to get your cell number from you, and your address. By next Monday, you can be driving down to Florida.”

He looked understandably shocked.

Andrew sat there wearing a smug smile. “I’d suggest you say, ‘Yes, ma’am, and thank you,’ to her before she threatens to go all toppy on you. I’ve seen her top people in the past, and she wields a mean cane.”

That seemed to startle Justin out of his shock. “Thank you.” He leaned in, hugging her tightly. “Thank you so much. Yes. But I’ll pay you back.”

“You can try, but I won’t take it.” She patted him on the back. “Hey, you and Rachel and I have something in common, and that’s childhoods where we had to fend for ourselves. I consider you both adopted family. I genuinely want to do this for you. It also means when I need someone to help test my game modules, you won’t be able to say no. So, ha.”

That drew a laugh from him. When he finally sat back, he reached for a napkin and dabbed at his eyes. “Thanks, Lynn. Absolutely, I’ll be your game guinea pig. That goes without saying.”

“I didn’t have a little brother. I won’t have kids.” She shoved away the sudden thought of Paul that hit her from out of the blue. “Honestly, in all seriousness, I can afford this.”

She could, too. The money would be hitting her account in a week or so, and she had more than enough in her regular account to pay for the expenses even before that.

“But what about you working?”

“I was planning on taking time off. Terrie’s been riding me to go somewhere. So we’re going to South Dakota.” She smiled at Rachel. “That means you two need to get your moving plans finalized.”

Andrew pulled Rachel in for a kiss. “That’s right. No more excuses.”

“See? This is perfect timing. Justin has a place to live without worrying about it. You guys are taking the next step in your life. This is the way it’s supposed to be.”

By the time they’d finished dinner and Lynn said good-night to everyone before she headed home, she’d quit counting the number of times she’d heard Justin mention Glen and Wade. If there wasn’t something serious between the three men already, she suspected there soon would be once he moved to Florida.

Good for them.

Glen and Wade were sweeties. They’d even offered to play with her if she ever needed someone safe to scene with, but she’d gently turned them down.

She knew she could trust the men, but her heart wasn’t in it. Bottoming to someone wasn’t in her future.

Not anymore.

She’d resigned herself to that. Although she could eventually see herself maybe topping someone some day, if the right person and right opportunity presented itself.

Yes, that’s how she’d first met Paul, at a private Suncoast Society party at Tony’s, before Tony had met Shayla. Lynn had been topping Gilo—who was now married to Abbey—and Paul had been there with Sarah.

Sarah had looked decidedly uncomfortable, clutching a bottle of beer in her hand all night like it was a protective shield. Over the next couple of months, Lynn and Paul had started playing together, him topping her with Sarah’s permission and blessings. Sarah had apparently been submissive to her ex but wasn’t currently playing.

Then she’d dropped out of the scene altogether, leaving Paul and Lynn to play, and eventually to do…more.

Stop it.

Tonight she didn’t want to think about Paul. She’d been doing pretty good lately between the good luck that had hit her and starting to reconnect with her friends.

The last thing she needed to do was think about Paul.

She would be grateful for everything that had happened over the past couple of weeks and spend her life looking forward.

Meaning she needed to enjoy her friends, enjoy her life, and focus on her work.

She wished Paul well, and would always love him, consider herself His, but that couldn’t be the focus of her life any longer.


Chapter Eight



“Our trip is still a go, Mom,” Lynn told Terrie during their call the next morning.

“You made the kid an offer he couldn’t refuse?”

“Hey, I’m forty-four. Don’t make me sound like his mom.”

“You’re almost old enough to be his mom.”

“I’m going to play mean tricks on you in the hotel room.”

Terrie laughed. “I’m sorry. It’s just I never thought I’d ever get to tease you like that. I already arranged for an airport shuttle van to pick us up tomorrow afternoon. They’ll get me first, then you.”

“And we can’t drive up and leave a car parked at the airport…why?”

“Because of parking fees I don’t feel like paying, and I don’t want it getting stolen. Hey, we might be rich, but I’m still going to be stingy. I worked it out. Hiring the shuttle only costs a little more than Mark would have to spend in gas money to drive us up and back. Is Cali still cat-sitting for you?”

“Yeah, she’s coming by later today to go over everything.”

“Did she make her guys promise not to turn him into an Internet star like they did Baxter?”

“Hell, I told them they could, if they wanted to. Vinnie’s already got a huge ego.”

Hearing her name, the cat strolled into the office and started rubbing against Lynn’s legs.

“Mark’s brother’s looking forward to seeing us,” Terrie said. “I haven’t seen them in about a year. He got to visit them while out that way for work a few months back.”

“You guys going to tell them about the boom?”

That had become their code word for the lottery winnings.

“No. I wanted to, but Mark said no. While we’re there, we’re going to scope out the situation. If they’re doing okay, we might go ahead and set up a college fund for each of their kids. If they’re struggling, we’ll have Ed look up their mortgage info and stuff and set up a separate LLC to buy it and take care of it on the sly. Besides, if you think Mark’s stubborn, Barry’s twice as stubborn. If we tried to make them take money, they wouldn’t. It’s going to be hard enough figuring out a way to pay off Mom and Dad’s mortgage without them throwing a fit. Ed researched it for me. They still owe twenty thousand on their house. I want to buy them each a car, but I know they’ll say no.”

“I guess it’s a good problem to have,” Lynn said. “Too many people have creeps crawling out of the woodwork to mooch off them.”

“Yeah, well, we might still have that problem,” she said. “When are you getting a fricking alarm system?”

“After we get back. I promise. I have the info Mark sent me.”

“Okay. I’ll sic him on you if you don’t.”

“I promise, Mom.”

“Smart-ass. Did you buy your lottery ticket today?”

“Duh.” She still stuck to her routine, Wednesday and Saturday Powerball tickets, ten dollars each. Same set of numbers, except for the one winning set, which she’d changed out. “You?”

“Of course.” Terrie laughed. “Wouldn’t it be a hoot if we hit it next and then had to force you to take money?”

“Hey, it’s a problem I’ll be happy to have.”



* * * *



Sunday afternoon, Lynn checked her list one more time before she finalized packing. After weighing her checked bag, she was satisfied that she wouldn’t be over the weight limit and get whacked with an extra baggage fee.

Just because I’m rich doesn’t mean I’m going to throw money away.

Lynn looked at her winnings as a cushion. From what Ed, Derrick, and others had told her, it was way too common for lottery winners to blow through their earnings on stupid shit and end up broke. With the trust Ed set up paying her a fixed salary, which would last her well into her eighties even without earning interest, it meant her writing earnings were now her “gravy.”

She felt an incredible amount of freedom over that.

It meant writing only what she wanted to write, when she wanted to write it. It meant a freedom to spend more time on research, not having to worry about markets or salability or anything else.

It meant being able to employ Terrie full-time and have the burden of promotions and formatting and all of that completely taken off her shoulders.

It meant…

Well, it meant pretty much all her problems in life were solved, except one.

Unfortunately, that was a problem money couldn’t solve.

Well, technically, it could solve that problem, but hiring a hit man was both immoral and illegal. Ever since her descent into hell started, a gruesome death was an option Lynn reserved for bad guys in her books

Cheaper than therapy and bail.

Once she had her carry-on and checked bag packed, including shorts she could wear to sleep in that would hide her scars from Terrie, she set them both by the front door, her purse on top. She plugged her phone into the charger and sat on the couch to watch TV and go through her e-mail once more. Her Kindle and laptop and iPad were all charged, too.

It wouldn’t surprise Lynn if the shuttle arrived way earlier than they’d originally stated it would. If Terrie had her way, she’d book it to be extremely early so they’d have plenty of time padding for anything that might happen.

It didn’t matter they were only going to a hotel in Clearwater for the night. Terrie would want them there early.

Lynn wouldn’t deny this was an adventure she was looking forward to. She wasn’t doing it just to make herself feel good, although that was a nice side benefit, being able to make a positive difference in someone’s life the way she was in Justin’s. She didn’t have a little brother. Being able to “adopt” both him and Rachel into her life felt…

Good.

Peaceful.

The pain in her heart and soul would never go away. Yet she knew Terrie and Mark were right, that she had to move on in the ways she could. She had to pull herself out of her shell and force herself to participate in life again, even if only as a spectator.

Sitting alone in her Evil Writing Lair of Evil and putting words on the screen about other people living their lives, or merely interacting with people through social media, wasn’t a life.

It was self-enforced loneliness, and yes, it only emphasized her pain.

It would hurt at first. Hurt like hell. Surviving Rachel and Andrew’s collaring had proven that.

But the only way through that hurt was through it, and she’d pulled back from life in the process of trying to avoid cleaning out that wound once and for all.

When it finally healed over in a healthy way, she’d have an emotional scar there to remind her what she’d survived, and it would have to do.

She fingered her collar. As far as she was concerned, she would always belong to Paul.

Always.

For now, trying to separate herself from that tangible reminder was too painful a step. She didn’t know if she’d ever be ready to take the step of removing her collar. And having a reminder of him helped, in some ways. Besides, it kept people from hitting on her at lifestyle gatherings, so that was always a bonus. But, more importantly, it helped her center and focus the way it had when they were together as a couple but not able to physically be together.

Something she had to be able to do if she was going to make a living.

Some people were blessed with the ability to escape into their work to distract them from whatever was going wrong with their lives, to get out of their minds.

Unfortunately, she spent her workdays going deep inside her mind. Just because she didn’t have to work now didn’t mean she wouldn’t. Writing was something she’d always done since she was a teenager, an escape from her real life. Even if she had a job flipping burgers or waiting tables, she would still write in her spare time. Writer was who she was, not what she did.

The winnings now meant she could dust off some of the projects she’d chipped away at over the years but had never thrown her full energies into because she knew they wouldn’t be profitable.

It didn’t matter now if they sold one copy or one million.

Freedom.

It tasted so fucking sweet. It didn’t fill the empty ache in her soul, the missing piece she’d always mourn.

It did, however, mean she could take her mind off many mundane concerns she’d had up until this point and gladly throw her energies into her “fun” writing.

Vinnie, sensing something was up, rubbed her body all over Lynn’s luggage until she picked the cat up.

“Don’t worry. Cali’s going to take good care of you while I’m gone. She promised to come over twice a day.”

That reminded Lynn to walk over and shut the door to her office and her bedroom to keep the cat out of there. That way, Cali wouldn’t have to hunt for her in case Vinnie decided to hide, although their meeting yesterday had gone well.

Vinnie purred in her arms.

“Maybe when I get back you and I can talk about adding another cat to our—wait, what the hell am I doing?” She stared into the cat’s eyes. “I’m trying to talk myself into becoming a crazy cat lady, is what I’m doing.”

“Meow.”

“Gee, thanks.” Lynn set her down on the back of the sofa.



* * * *



Paul had already made this drive twice before, losing his nerve just blocks away the previous times.

This time, he wouldn’t turn back.

It was a Sunday afternoon, so hopefully Lynn would be home and it wouldn’t be so early that he’d be waking her up.

When he reached the front gate at her condo complex, he pulled up to the directory box. With his finger trembling from too much stress, he punched in her four-digit access code from memory and hit the pound sign.

A long beep sounded before the gate started rolling open.

He wasn’t sure what he would have done if she had changed her code. He knew the four-digit code that people gave out to people for access, like repairmen or pizza delivery, but didn’t know if that had been changed or not.

He would have had to ring through her number for entrance if he couldn’t get in any other way. Although he could have waited at the box and followed a resident who drove in with their automatic sensor opening the gate.

He drove through the gate, his heart pounding as he wound around the quiet complex. The one-story units sat three to a building, and the neighbors on both side of Lynn had been snowbirds who lived there only from November until April, usually.

As he rounded the final corner and saw Lynn’s car parked in its usual spot, his nerves nearly fled.

Forcing himself to nut up, he pulled into the second spot for her unit, the one where he’d always parked. She wouldn’t recognize his car because it wasn’t the same one he’d driven before. The engine in his Dodge had died, and he’d ended up buying a Honda six months after he’d last seen her.

Paul wasn’t altogether sure he might not puke as he got out, locked his car, and slowly made his way up an achingly familiar sidewalk to her front door.

He stood there for a good minute, staring at the door, trying to figure out what the hell he was actually going to say to her. Finally, before he could lose his nerve, he reached out and rang the doorbell.


Chapter Nine



Yep, I knew it. Early.

Lynn was already laughing as she opened the door. “Ter, I knew you would—”

The words dried up, locked in her throat.

In her doorway stood a man her rational mind had tried to convince her she’d never set eyes on again in her life.

They must have stood there for at least a minute, neither of them speaking, before he finally broke the silence.

“Hi.”

She swallowed, tried to speak, fought the urge to throw up, and then tried again to talk. “Hi.”

Paul stood five inches taller than her at five eleven. His dark brown hair had a little more grey in it than it had the last time she’d seen him, his hazel eyes looked far sadder than she could ever remember them, and he’d gained about twenty pounds. He also no longer wore the goatee beard and mustache she’d loved so much.

But it was Him.

His gaze dropped to his feet. “Look, you have every right to scream and yell at me and order me to leave, and I will. But I needed to tell you this in person. I’m sorry. Sarah and I are divorced. I moved out. It’s over between us. I don’t expect you to—”

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Terrie screamed as she ran up the walk.

Lynn found herself stepping between her best friend and the man who had the power to rip her heart out. Lynn was still trying to process what he’d said, the words he’d just now spoken to her.

Divorced?

“Terrie, don’t,” she begged. “Please.”

She tried to dodge around Lynn. “She’s finally starting to pick up the pieces of her life, and you show up now? Really? Get the hell out of here!”

“Terrie, please!”

“The driver’s waiting,” Terrie said, grabbing her. “Where’s your stuff. I’ll get it.”

“Can’t they wait for just a freaking minute?” She knew her friend wanted her away from Paul, and Lynn got it.

But the last thing she wanted to do was to leave now that He was in front of her.

“I-I’m sorry,” Paul said. “I didn’t mean to hold you up. I’m sorry.”

“Wait, please?” Lynn said.



* * * *



Paul desperately hoped Terrie hadn’t gotten a concealed carry permit in the time since he’d last seen her. From the look on her face, she’d gladly take jail time to put him six feet under the ground.

Not that he blamed her.

This was like a bad imitation of Cris’ return to Tilly’s life.

The irony was, back then, he’d been one of the ones who’d wanted to take a swing at Cris.

Now, being on the other end of it, he got it.

Then he froze when he saw what lay around Lynn’s neck.

Her collar.

She’s still wearing it.

He’d searched for a while before paying Rebecca to custom make it for him out of stainless rings, the weave and ring size he’d wanted. Something Lynn could keep on all the time, heavy enough to be more than a necklace, but light enough she could comfortably wear it.

“We have to go,” Terry said. “The driver’s waiting and has a flight of people he has to meet up at TIA after he drops us off.”

Lynn threw Terrie an aggravated look before returning her focus to him. “We’re flying up to South Dakota. We’re helping Justin move down.”

His heart fell. “Justin?”

“Yeah. He’s a really nice guy.”

“Nicer than you,” Terrie growled in his direction.

His heart wanted to stop. “Oh.” He forced himself not to start crying right there. “I’d better let you get going. If you ever feel like talking, my number’s the same.”

Terrie had hold of her arm now. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t hold your breath, asshole.”

He ignored her. “I’m sorry, Lynn. You were all right, and I’m so sorry. I wish I could take everything back, but I can’t. I just hope you can forgive me one day. I did the best I thought I could. I’m sorry. That’s all I wanted to say. I know I owe you way more than that, but I wanted to at least say it to you in person. I felt I owed you that much.”

He turned and fished his keys out of his pocket, forcing himself not to break into a run as he headed to his car.

When he got in, Lynn still stood in her doorway, staring at him, Terrie with a death grip on her arm.

He pulled out and forced himself not to look back.

Goddammit.

Maybe if he’d sought her out immediately, maybe if he’d…

He wiped at his eyes as he waited for the exit gate to roll open so he could escape.

All he wanted to do now was go home and get himself drunk and pass out.

Then he’d figure out what to do with his damn shell of a life after that.



* * * *



“Lynn, where’s your—”

“He’s divorced,” Lynn said, shock still settling in as she stared after where he’d driven away. “He said he’s divorced.”

“Yeah, I know he’s divorced. Where’s your stuff?”

She turned on Terrie, finally shaking free. “What? You knew? Since when?”

Now Terrie had the decency to turn red in the face. “I was looking up something online a few months back and happened to punch his name into the county clerk’s database and saw the filing. It wasn’t final when I saw it, though.”

Lynn blinked, staring. “You knew he’d filed for divorce and didn’t fucking tell me?”

“What the hell was I supposed to tell you, huh? I had no clue what was going on. It was all I could do to make you take in a few hundred calories every day. Okay? I wasn’t going to get your hopes up just for you to get crushed again. That’s what friends do. They shield the people they love from the raging shitstorms in their lives and try to keep them moving forward.”

Lynn stared at her for a long moment. “Were you ever going to tell me?”

Terrie straightened and ran a hand through her hair. “Honestly? No. Not unless I hunted the son of a bitch down myself first and asked him what the ever-lovin’ fuck. No way in hell was I going to expose you to him unless I knew for sure he wasn’t going to fucking finish killing you from the inside out. I love you, but honey, you’re killing yourself. Look at you. Why’d you lose all that weight, huh? You’re like a fucking bunch of goddamned bones. This isn’t healthy. Now where are your bags?”

“Inside the door,” Lynn said, numbly staring in the direction he’d driven. “Make sure Vinnie didn’t get out, please.”

“She’s over on the couch.” Terrie shoved Lynn’s purse and carry-on into her hands. Lynn heard the jingle of keys, and then the sound of the door slamming shut and Terry locking the deadbolt.

“Come on.” She had Lynn’s suitcase.

Numb, Lynn followed her.



* * * *



Lynn didn’t speak again until they were checked into the hotel not far from St. Pete-Clearwater International.

“How long have you known?” Lynn quietly asked.

Terrie wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Maybe three, four months,” she said. “He’d apparently filed for divorce a few months before I saw it, but the final orders weren’t in there. I was going to look at it again and follow up, but then all this happened.”

Terrie grabbed her by the shoulders. “You were finally starting to come back to us. I didn’t want to knock your legs out from under you again. What if they hadn’t gone through with it? What if they’d reconciled, huh? I was going to follow up after our trip and see if there were any updates.”

“Were you ever going to tell me?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. If I’d found out that, yes, he went through with it and divorced the woman, probably. Or if he showed up…which…obviously, he did.”

Lynn sank onto the bed, Terrie sitting next to her. “Please don’t be mad at me. Sweetie, we’re worried about you. All of us are. Let’s get through this trip, and then you can call him when we get back. Okay?”

Part of her wanted to do just that, take some time to process through the numbed pain she was struggling against right now.

Part of her wanted to call him right that minute.

Part of her wanted to curl up in a ball and cry.

Several times throughout the night, Lynn picked up her phone and thought about calling him or texting him, then put her phone down again.

The way he’d left…as if he was saying good-bye all over again.

Or…was he?

The next morning, she could barely function. What little sleep she’d managed had been plagued by dreams of Paul, of the sound of him sobbing as they’d held each other one last time before saying good-bye.

The last time she’d knelt in front of him, her forehead on his feet.

His feet.

Lynn numbly let Terrie shepherd her through their rushed departure from the hotel at way too early an hour, through the airport and check-in, onto their flight, into their seats.

Terrie tried to keep up a one-sided stream of conversation until the flight took off, and then Lynn closed her eyes and pretended to sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Paul standing in her doorway, an answered prayer.

A dream come true.

Or was it another nightmare?

In Sioux Falls, Lynn stood waiting for the luggage conveyor belt to start moving while Terrie got their rental car. Staring at her phone, she thumbed through to a picture of her and Paul, a selfie of them together, smiling. She’d taken it at a park, where they’d gone to watch an outdoor concert one evening while Sarah was out of town at a conference with her women’s group from church.

They were both smiling, happy, at ease. A real smile from him, not the fake half smile he always wore in most pictures.

Even in the pictures from his and Sarah’s wedding.

It was the only picture she had of him wearing a real smile.

A truly happy smile.

It was a picture she’d cried countless gallons of tears over.

“Okay, we have wheels,” Terrie said as she walked over to her.

Lynn slid her phone back into her pocket. “Okay.”

Terrie let out a sigh. “You going to give me the silent treatment all week?” she asked.

Lynn finally turned and hugged her. “No, I get it,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want an apology from you,” Terrie said. “My feelings aren’t hurt. I want you to keep moving forward and making progress.” Her expression softened. “Talk to him when we get back. It’s nothing that can’t wait. Remember how happy you were when you talked about doing this for Justin?”

“Yeah.” True. Very true. She did want to help Justin.

Her fingers went to her collar, and she realized Paul had to have seen she still wore it.

Had to.

“Okay,” Terry said. “Let’s find the hotel and get checked in. Then we can drive down and meet up with Justin.”

“Okay. That sounds like a plan.” She forced a smile. “I’m just still in shock.”

“I know, sweetie. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But now you know. Let’s not lose the progress you made. Promise?”

They hugged again. “I promise.”

The conveyor belt started up. “Good. Besides, this is a road trip. Fun, fun, fun.”

“Fun, fun, fun,” Lynn echoed as she played with her collar.


Chapter Ten



Lynn forced herself to not think about Paul.

Tried not to, anyway.

Considering she had the boom to think about as well, she knew she should get her priorities straight.

Move Justin, then find out what Paul had wanted.

“This is sort of pretty land.” They’d checked into their hotel, eaten lunch, and were now driving south on I-29 from Sioux Falls toward Vermillion, where Justin lived.

“You mean in a rolling kind of bland sort of way?” Terrie teased.

Lynn stared at her. “I thought you were used to this kind of land.”

“I’ve never been up here. I’ve been to Nebraska with Mark several times, but we never came up this far.”

“Do you know where we’re going?”

“Sure do.” Terrie pointed to her tablet, which she’d hooked into a holder suction-cupped to the inside of the windshield. “Waze, for the win. Straight shot down to Vermillion.”

Lynn’s fingers went to her collar again. “I hope Justin does well in Florida.”

“I have to say, I’m proud of you for doing this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Not just this. Putting yourself out there. Making new friends.” She grinned. “Maybe more than a friend.”

“He’s gay, and he’s way younger than me. Not my type.”

“I mean to top him, if he wants it.”

“I won’t rule out maybe one day topping him or anyone else, but you know me. For a relationship, I prefer—”

“A straight guy?”

“You know what I mean. I like watching guy-on-guy as much as the next person. I’m not poly anymore, that’s for sure. Especially after what I went through. And I prefer a Dom. Who’s not a dick.”

“Ah. Are you finally calling Paul a dick?”

Lynn couldn’t get irritated at Terrie’s playful smile. “No, I’m not.”

“Can I still call him a dick?”

“Considering that’s one of the nicer things I think you’ve called him since the shit hit the fan, sure.”

Terrie let out a sigh. “Sorry, honey. You know me. Momma bear. I’m protective.”

“I know. And I love you for it. I’m sorry I can’t pull out of this tailspin.”

“I get it. It frustrates me that I can’t fix this for you. Then for him to show—” She stopped talking mid-sentence. “Heeeyyy, pizza for dinner tonight? I’m sure Justin knows a great place.”

If this were a sitcom, Lynn would have laughed at how obvious Terrie was at trying to change the subject.

“He showed up yesterday,” Lynn said. “And he’s divorced.” She turned to look out the passenger window again. “You’re right, though. I’m not going to get my hopes up. Especially considering how fast he left yesterday.”

“I was kind of shooting him daggers with my eyes while mentally doing the Darth Vader chokehold on him, so no, I’m not shocked he left so fast. Plus, we told him we were on our way out of town. And I did sort of tell him to get the fuck out of there.” She sighed. “I’m sorry I ran him off, but I freaked out, okay?”

They fell into an easy silence for a few minutes. Lynn really wanted to change the subject, not just for herself but for Terrie’s sake as well. “So what kind of kink scene do you think they have up here?”

Terrie snorted. “I don’t know. Mark and I have never broached that subject with his brother. Mark discovered kink down in Florida when he went to college. He jokes that I corrupted his Midwest innocence.”

“Bull-fucking-shit. The guy’s a natural-born perv.”

“I know, right?” Terrie ran a hand through her short blonde curls. “Not a lot to do up here, I think. I guess there’s a lot of hunting in this area, though. Pheasants or ducks or something like that. I don’t know.”

Lynn let out a snort as an idea hit her.

“What?” Terrie asked. “I know that sound.”

Lynn had already reached for the pen and small notepad she always carried in her purse for occasions exactly such as this. “Hold on.” She started jotting the idea down before it completely slipped through her fingers like a greased weasel on crack.

Finally, she told Terrie. “What if an enterprising kinkster were to make custom butt plugs?”

“Uh, there are already enterprising kinksters making plenty of custom butt plugs of all various kinds. Why?”

“What if someone likes to hunt?”

“Huh?”

“You know, a hunter.”

“Um…a shotgun shell butt plug?”

“Nooo.” She grinned.

“I don’t know,” Terrie said. “Please don’t make me guess. My Magic Eight-Ball butt plug is at home. Just tell me.”

“You take your subby duck hunting with you—”

Terrie nearly choked. “No!”

Lynn grinned. “Yeah.”

“No!” She roared with laughter. “You’re kidding. No, wait. I know you. You aren’t kidding.”

“But that would be funny, right? Remember you told me the story of your whistling butt pl—”

“I thought you promised never to tell that story. Oh, my god. I wanted to kill Mark for laughing. How was I supposed to know that’s what a fart sounded like through the hole in the butt plug?”

“And wouldn’t a duck call butt plug be even funnier?”

Terrie rolled her eyes, but finally, a giggle escaped her. “Yes, it would. You frickin’ evil genius. Don’t you dare tell Mark that. He’ll want to make me one.”

“So why, exactly, shouldn’t I tell him? Especially when he now has the money to make his evil genius plans come to fruition?”

“Oh. Fuck you. You’re lucky I love you.”

Lynn tucked the notepad away. “Don’t lie to me. Admit it. The thought of a duck call butt plug up someone’s ass is absolutely fucking hysterical.”

“True. Especially if they were made to eat beans first.”

They both dissolved into a fit of laughter.



* * * *



They reached Vermillion a little before three and picked Justin up at his apartment. Before they left there, he showed them around and what he had to move.

“I have a couple of pieces in storage that belonged to our parents. A couple of bookcases, a couch, and some stuff. Not much. We just didn’t need it here.”

“Okay, so we don’t need to get a bigger truck than the one I reserved. The one I got should be plenty big enough for your things and that piece we’re getting from Mark’s brother.”

“You know,” Terrie said, “if you want to skip the car hauler, that’s fine, too. Save a little money.”

“No, I already paid for the one-way rental on it, and the rental on the hauler is cheaper than gas. If something happens, we’ll have a spare vehicle.”

Terrie shrugged. “Your call.”

Justin hugged both of them. “I really cannot tell you how much this means to me. I’ll pay you back, I swear.”

“No, you won’t,” Lynn firmly insisted, sharing a knowing look with Terrie. “I’m glad to pay it forward. I’ve been lucky in my life, and I don’t have any biological family that I know about. Or care about, even if I do happen to have some lurking somewhere. Please, consider this a gift.”

“Thanks.”

“So I guess Glen and Wade will be eager for you to get back down there, huh?” Terrie playfully asked.

Lynn loved how Justin blushed. “Maybe. I don’t know. We’ve been talking on FaceTime since I flew back Friday. I really like them. I just don’t know if I’m ready to jump into the deep end of the pool yet.”

“They’re nice guys,” Lynn said. “Even if it ends up being nothing more than friends, I trust them. I’ve known them for several years.”

“Ditto,” Terrie said.

“That’s what everyone’s said.” He stared at his apartment. “I’m still trying to get a grip on the fact that I’ll be able to live however I want to and not have to look over my shoulder the whole time.”

Lynn frowned. “I don’t get it.”

“I’ve got family scattered all over around here. I never know when I’ll run into a cousin somewhere. The first and only guy I tried to date, between working and school and the stress, I finally gave up. He was really nice, but it wasn’t fair to him. He wasn’t really out, either. I was afraid what some of my cousins might think and what might happen if someone found out and it got back to Uncle George. With Rache in Florida, I really felt alone. I didn’t even know if she’d be okay with it. I didn’t come out to her until she and Andrew were up here for my graduation.”

“Sorry,” Terrie said.

“Not your fault. Oh, god. I didn’t mean for that to come out sounding like I was blaming Rache, either. Because I wasn’t. I just…I didn’t want to rock the boat, you know?”

“I know,” Terrie said. “We have to be careful around my family and in-laws. And the girls. Although now that they’re grown, I think they sussed out the truth on their own.”

They went to pick up the truck and car hauler and got them moved to Justin’s apartment. Lynn had no trouble driving the rig, even though she knew Mark would probably insist on doing most of the driving for the actual road trip portion of the journey.

They’d also rented moving pads and purchased a padlock for the back of the truck, as well as boxes, tape, and other supplies Justin would need for packing. By the time they got everything unloaded into his apartment, he insisted on taking them out to dinner at a local restaurant.

“I put in some more job applications this morning,” he told Lynn. “Online. At several places in Sarasota and even in Tampa. Rache told me that’s not too bad a commute.”

“Just remember, you’ve got a job as a game module tester waiting if the whole cancer scientist gig falls through,” Lynn teased.

She was glad they’d gone to dinner with him. It was fun talking to him, and he was a nice kid.

Lots of hope for the future, lots of plans.

Energy and enthusiasm.

“You don’t need to tempt me too hard there,” he said. “That would be a dream job. You’re so lucky you’re a writer. Self-employed.”

Terrie let out a snort. “Don’t let her fool you. Little Miss Control Freak goes through regular panic modes when she’s not got a release nearly ready to go. It’s not a guaranteed paycheck.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“Oh, please,” Terrie said. “I can set my calendar by that and your PMS.”

Lynn laughed, nearly choking on her iced tea. “Gee, thanks. I think.”

By the time they were finally heading back to Sioux Falls, it was nearly nine o’clock.

“I’m glad we did this,” Lynn said. “He deserves a chance to be happy after everything they went through as kids. I could complain about my childhood, but at least I knew instability as my normal. I didn’t really know my parents. I don’t even remember them. I was used to it. To have both your parents taken from you like that is horrible.”

“Yeah.” Terrie drove, neither of them disturbing the quiet for several long miles. “I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“I’ll call him when we get home,” Lynn said, staring out the window. “Maybe by then I’ll know what the hell to say to him. You saved me from myself by showing up when you did.”

“You’re not mad at me?”

“I’m not…mad. No, I get it. I think about how we all reacted when Cris came back. I get it.” She turned to her friend. “But if he and I do end up back together, please promise me you’ll try to get along with him.”

“How are you going to handle telling him about the boom? How do you know that’s not why he came by? Awfully coincidental, dontcha think?”

“Because no one else knows about the boom but us. Derrick and Marcia and Ed won’t say anything. I didn’t say anything, and unless you or Mark did, it’s still a secret. The media hasn’t even come after us yet.”

Terrie frowned. “True.” It sounded like she grudgingly admitted that.

“This feels like a fantasy,” Lynn said. “It doesn’t feel real.”

“It’ll feel real enough when that money drops into our accounts.”

Lynn wouldn’t truly believe it until that happened. “Exactly.” Silence engulfed them for a few more minutes. “I always wanted to write that urban fantasy series.”

“I know.”

“Now we can self-pub it and do it right, get really good covers for them.”

“I was thinking the same thing. You won’t have to sex them up. So what if they aren’t X-rated? You might find a great audience for them.”

“I know.” Lynn sat, thinking. “I still can’t believe this happened to us.”

“It’s about time something good did.”


Chapter Eleven



Lynn had no trouble keeping her mind off Paul the rest of Tuesday. Terrie cracked the whip on her to finish a set of edits due back to their editor, so that kept her mind busy and kept her on-task. Then they met Justin in Sioux Falls for dinner at one of his favorite restaurants and spent nearly two hours with him, talking.

On Wednesday, Terrie and Lynn both had to do administrative stuff, like promotions, answering e-mails, and handling the business side of Lynn’s writing career before they drove down to Vermillion to have dinner with Justin again.

Thoughts of Paul kept slipping through Lynn’s mind, no matter how she tried to quash them.

The sad look in his eyes.

Like he’d been hurting as much as she had.

Then there was the anger, too, which fought for a grip inside her. That he’d just shown up.

Or maybe it was her anger over the fact that, after she’d looked up when Paul’s divorce was finalized, he’d waited a couple of months to contact her.

They spent all morning Thursday down in Vermillion helping Justin get the rest of the things he needed out of storage and packing. Justin’s roommates would help him finish loading the truck over the weekend so that, on Monday morning, he could leave for Florida after Lynn met him in Vermillion to pick up the moving truck. Then she’d drive down to Omaha to meet Terrie and Mark.

Thursday afternoon, the women returned to Sioux Falls, rented a second car for Lynn to use while Terrie headed to Omaha the next day to pick up Mark and visit family, and returned to the hotel to get showers. They’d grab dinner after cleaning up and relaxing for a little while.

Terrie shooed Lynn into the shower first since she wanted to call Mark and update him.

While in there, Lynn couldn’t help but think about Paul, the pained look on his face when she mentioned Justin, or the way her heart still drummed at light speed just from looking into his sweet hazel eyes.

How sad he’d looked.

He’d gained weight, but she didn’t care. More, she missed his goatee and mustache.

While she’d always wondered how she’d feel if she ever saw him again, part of her brain had resigned itself to that remaining a fantasy.

Well, point proven. She still loved him. Had he stared into her eyes and pointed at the ground, even with Terrie standing right there, Lynn would have done it. Just dropped right to her knees.

Without hesitation.

That warred with her anger at him over waiting to find her.

No matter what she’d told Terrie, she knew she couldn’t wait.

And considering the boom about to hit her bank account, she didn’t have to. An idea began forming in her mind. By the time she was out of the shower, she knew she had to do it or risk losing her nerve. Terrie stepped into the bathroom to take her shower and closed the door behind her.

Lynn grabbed her phone and sank onto her bed, her heart once again pumping, roaring, blood surging through her veins as pain and memories and longing and love still mixed together in a toxic soup for her soul that she knew she had to settle one way or another.

Now.

It would drive her to true madness if she didn’t.

Lynn stared at her phone. Specifically, at the screen.

She’d pulled up her favorites list from the contacts.

Paul’s name, of course, still sat at the top of the list. Still the first of her ICE contacts, too.

Which she knew was flat-out dumb. It should be Terrie or Mark at the top, who were currently numbers two and three on her ICE list.

Still, yet another thing she hadn’t been able to force herself to do, to change.

To erase one more tendril of a connection to Him.

She heard the shower start in the bathroom. Meaning she had a few minutes before Terrie emerged.

Grabbing her iPad, Lynn pulled up the app for the airline and their flight information. There was a flight tomorrow morning from St. Pete-Clearwater, with seats still available. She knew his full legal name and date of birth. His social security number she knew she had somewhere at home, but not with her.

She retrieved her credit card from her purse and then, after taking a deep breath, she tapped the entry on her phone for a number she hadn’t used in far too long.

Simultaneously hoping his voice mail would pick up and terrified that it would, she was about to disconnect the call when he answered, almost sounding out of breath.

“Lynn?”

Her breath caught, a lump swelling in her throat. “Yeah.”

“Are…are you okay?”

She wouldn’t lie to him. “No. I’m not. Why do you sound out of breath?”

“I wanted to run to a conference room so I could close the door while I talked to you.”

“Oh.” She took a deep breath. “Why did you stop by Sunday?”

“What?”

“It’s a simple question.” She hated that it came out sounding so bitchy, but she was barely hanging on to her sanity at that point.

“I…” He sighed. “I was hoping you didn’t totally hate me. I wanted to apologize to you in person. I felt I owed you that, at the very least.”

Her heart fell. “That’s all?”

There was a long pause, and she thought maybe the call dropped. “No,” he softly said.

“What else?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“It does.”

“It doesn’t. It serves me right. Justin’s a lucky guy, and congratulations. I wish you nothing but happiness. Lord knows, after the crap I put you through, you deserve to be happy. It’s just Fate’s revenge on me for what I did, missing my chance by weeks.”

She wasn’t sure she was hearing him right. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

“Justin. Your boyfriend.”

Lynn froze, mystified. “My whut?”

Now he sounded confused. “I…I thought you said you guys were moving your boyfriend down to Florida.”

The giggles erupted from her, so hard that she thought she might piddle her panties. “My boyfriend Justin?”

“Um…yes?”

“You thought Justin was my boyfriend?”

“Yeah. Isn’t he?”

It took her a long moment to compose herself. “Justin’s gay.”

“Uh…oookaay?”

“And he’s not my boyfriend. He’s Rachel’s little brother. He just graduated from college with his doctorate, and he’s moving down to Florida to be near her. Rachel and Andrew are getting married. Terrie, Mark, and I are helping Justin move.”

“Oh.” Another long pause. “So—”

Lynn was still giggling. “So he’s not my boyfriend, you dumbass. I don’t have a boyfriend.” Now reality slammed back into its painfully familiar place. “I haven’t had one…since.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“You’re really divorced?”

“Yeah. It’s over. I moved out and everything.”

She looked at the airline app and started to book the flight before her nerves fled and before Terrie got out of the bathroom and killed her for doing this. “We need to talk.”

“Yeah.”

“And we need to do it face-to-face.”

“I agree.”

She plugged in his name and date of birth. “I need your social security number.”

“Why?”

“I’m booking you a flight leaving tomorrow morning from St. Pete-Clearwater to Sioux Falls. I’ll meet your plane here.”

“What?”

“Give it to me.”

She didn’t think he would, but then he recited it.

She plugged it in. “I also paid for you to have a second carry-on and a checked bag. If I don’t see you step off that plane tomorrow morning here in Sioux Falls, barring they cancel the flight on that end because of circumstances beyond your control, then do not ever contact me again. Understand?”

“But I can’t let you buy—”

“You’re not ‘letting’ me do anything, Paul. This is what’s going to happen.” Her pulse galloped, heart pounding. “You’re right that we have to talk in person. We have a hell of a lot to talk about. You’re going to get to do it while we drive a moving truck from South Dakota to Florida. So take off next week, too. Tell them it’s a family emergency or something.”

If he couldn’t or wouldn’t do that, then she could cancel what she’d punched in, and that would be the end of it.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

His quiet tone sounded nothing like the man she knew and loved. Part of her hoped he’d been suffering as much as she had. More, even. It might make her vindictive, but she didn’t care.

She also hated hearing him sound like that, ripping her soul into shreds at the thought of him being in pain.

With trembling fingers, she plugged in her credit card info and received the confirmation screen. She inputted her e-mail address and then scrolled to where additional e-mail addresses could be added to receive copies of the itinerary. “Is your e-mail address the same?”

“Yeah.”

She punched that in, too, and hit send. “Check your e-mail.”

“Hold on.” A moment later, he was back. “Okay. I see it. Thank you. I’ll pay you back.”

Lynn bit her tongue to keep from mentioning the lottery winnings. “You don’t need to do that.”

Paul couldn’t have heard the news about the boom. No one in her group of friends had yet. Or, if they had, they didn’t realize it. She hadn’t yet received any weird texts or calls or anything on her cell phone. Her mailing address was a PO box out of a shipping store, and her condo and car titles were listed as being owned by the trust Ed had set up for her years ago after her divorce. Her cell phone was also owned and paid for by the trust.

In other words, it would be difficult for someone to track her to her home address or to her cell phone unless they had a secret contact inside the lottery commission’s office to give up her info or they staked out her PO box to see if she picked up mail. The address on her license, which was probably easily obtained by a public records request, was the shipping store where her PO box was listed. One of the reasons Ed had told her to use the place early on since she was a writer who wanted to protect her privacy. Ed was the agent for her trust and LLC, so his information appeared on the state incorporation paperwork.

Which was also why Ed was now having all her mail forwarded to his office for the immediate future. A service the shipping store provided for a nominal extra charge and an additional benefit over using a “real” PO box. He would hold it there until she got back then have someone from his office deliver it to Terrie’s for her to pick up there.

She wouldn’t be able to escape notice forever, probably, but she wanted to delay it as long as possible.

There was the added bonus that very few people knew her real first name. She’d been Lynn to everyone since high school, and that was the name she gave everyone.

Although Paul would probably remember that fact.

She shoved the doubt trying to creep in out of her mind. No, he couldn’t know about the boom yet.

Unless someone published her driver license photo, chances were she could fly under the radar for a while. Then again, her photo was over four years old, when she’d been dyeing her hair blonde, and it had been shorter then. Plus she’d changed the style of glasses she wore. The picture barely resembled her.

“Look,” Paul said. “I’ll admit I’m not as well off as I was before the divorce, but I can and will pay you back for this.”

Another familiar dance. They’d always kept finances separate, except when he’d wanted to and insisted on paying for something for her, like a weekend away or dinner or whatever. She’d wanted to stand on her own two feet, despite knowing at the time he was making more a year than she was. So alike in that way, and it’d been something they’d joked about a lot.

“Okay,” she finally said. “If you’ll feel better.”

“I will.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow when you get here.”

“Thank you, Lynn.”

His use of her real name, not one of several sweet nicknames he’d used for her, sliced through her.

She fingered her collar.

“You’re thanking me now,” she said. “Terrie doesn’t know about this yet. Lucky for you, she’s driving down to Omaha tomorrow to meet up with Mark and visit her in-laws, so that will give us alone-alone time to talk.”

She shoved any thoughts of doing anything but talking out of her head.

“Ah. I’m guessing from her reaction Sunday I’m not her favorite person.”

“Gee, ya think?” She checked the snark in her voice. Sure, it was expected and understandable, but that’s not the person she wanted to be. “No, she’s not fond of you. Neither of them are. In fact, most of our mutual friends have expressed interest in separating you from your testicles if given a chance.” She blew out a breath. “Sorry. I’m…understandably edgy right now.”

“It’s okay,” he gently said. “I deserve it.”

Her eyes stung from the tears threatening. “I need to go. Terrie will be out of the shower in a minute. I’ll see you tomorrow. Good-bye.” She hung up before he could say anything else, before the I love you, Sir trapped in her throat could escape.

She quickly shut down her iPad and put it away. She’d pulled herself together and was watching TV when Terrie emerged from the bathroom.

Terrie had to leave for Omaha early the next morning.

Bonus.

“You sure you want to stay up here by yourself?” Terrie asked as she stood in front of the mirror and towel-dried her hair.

Lynn hoped her face didn’t go red. “Yeah,” she said. “I want to explore downtown and drive around. I might even drive over to Mitchell and see the Corn Palace. Who knows, I might even drive all the way over to Rapid City. Go antiquing. I’ll have a way to get anything I buy home.”

“I don’t recommend going to Rapid City. We’re only going to be here until Monday, not all week. I mapped the drive to Rapid City. That’s like a day over and a day back from here, more or less.”

“It was just a thought.”

Terrie’s gaze narrowed. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Terrie’s bullshit meter had been finely honed by raising two girls. Lynn knew she’d have to be careful. “I needed this change of location.”

Until Lynn could speak to Paul alone, face-to-face, she didn’t want Terrie anywhere around him.

Terrie’s expression softened. “You don’t have to come back with us. Go over to Rapid City for a while, if you want. Mark and I can drive the truck by ourselves. Just keep me posted where you are so I don’t worry. He said there’s a lot to do over there. You could research another book.”

“No, I want to do this.” Lynn’s plan was to fly Mark and Terrie back to Tampa or St. Pete or Sarasota via Omaha. Which airport she flew them into would depend on what flights were available.

That final part of the plan would have to wait until she saw how her talk with Paul went.

“Are you sure you can drive the truck?” Terrie asked. “It’d only take a few hours for me and Mark to come back up and he could drive it.”

“I’ve got it. I drove one bigger than this one when I left Ron. I had no problems driving it to Justin’s from the rental place.”

“Yeah, I remember you moving out from Ron’s, you stubborn thing. And Mark yelled at you for not waiting for him to come help, remember?”

“I drove it. I didn’t load or unload it by myself.”

“You also didn’t tow a car hauler.”

“I towed a boat on a trailer countless times. I’ll be okay. You’ve been bugging me for how long to get out of the EWLE? Well, here I am. I want to do this.”

Terrie laid the towel on the vanity counter and reached for her comb. “Okay. If you say so.”

“I do. If I couldn’t do it, I would have asked Mark.” She reached up and touched her collar.



* * * *



Paul immediately grabbed a shower when he returned home that evening from work. He’d already made himself a reservation at a hotel just around the corner from the airport in Clearwater. After checking the weather reports in Sioux Falls, he packed and headed out again, grabbing drive-thru for dinner and eating on the road.

He tried not to get his hopes up. His boss had not been happy about the last-minute leave request, especially considering how sketchy his schedule had sometimes been while going through everything with Sarah.

He’d deal with that fallout, if there was any, when he returned.

This was more important. She was more important.

The past several days, he’d tried to come to grips with the fact that the distant dream he’d held on to ever since he’d upended his life completely to start over wouldn’t come true.

That Lynn had moved on and he’d missed his chance by weeks.

Which would have been a deservedly sickening irony.

If she would hear him out and give him another chance, no way in hell would he fuck it up. He’d fight to win her back every bit as hard as he’d fought to save his marriage. That Lynn had bought him a plane ticket was completely unexpected and humbling.

He’d been dodging calls from Sarah over the past week, sending them to voice mail to pick up and then responding to her with short texts hours later or even the next day.

He had no doubts she was up to something, but he didn’t have the energy to expend trying to figure it out. He’d been down that dark path once already and wouldn’t be drawn onto it again.

He wished Sarah well, but it was time for her to move on. If she didn’t care enough to fight as hard as he had for their marriage, that was on her, not him.

She’d played him after he’d done nothing but try to work on things in good faith. Yes, Sarah had mental health issues, but she also had a choice to seek help and had turned away from that choice of her own free will.

He wasn’t her father there to baby her, he was her husband. He couldn’t and wouldn’t force her to do the things she’d promised to do. If he had to force her to do them, she wasn’t doing them willingly.

A marriage couldn’t work when only one person was deeply invested in its success.

Sarah hadn’t been invested in their marriage so much as she’d been invested in the security she’d thought it provided her.

As he lay in his hotel bed and stared at the dark ceiling, he tried not to envision all the ways his reunion with Lynn might go. At the very least, he expected a slap in the face. He kind of hoped she got mad, yelled at him.

He’d take every last bit of her rage. He knew he deserved it, and more.

It wouldn’t even surprise him to find she wouldn’t take him back. All he could do was try.

He also knew he probably wouldn’t sleep at all that night. Despite having set not only three alarms on his phone and requesting a wakeup call from the front desk that would awaken him over two hours earlier than he’d need to be up, he still panicked about oversleeping.

He wouldn’t fuck this up over his inability to get moving in the morning.

This might be the last and only opportunity he had to get Lynn to give him another chance.

A chance he absolutely would not waste.


Chapter Twelve



The next morning, Terrie stared at Lynn from across their table in the hotel’s breakfast area.

“You all right?”

Lynn forced a smile she didn’t feel. “I’m good. Just tired and achy from everything we did yesterday.”

“I can call Mark’s brother and have him pick Mark up and stay behind with—”

“No, Mom. I’m fine.”

“You say that like you’re joking, but I could always tell when the girls were up to something, too. Still can.” She arched an eyebrow at Lynn that almost had her confessing the whole thing.

Except Lynn instinctively knew that would lead to World War III. Although Terrie wasn’t completely innocent, since she’d held back her knowledge of Paul’s divorce from Lynn.

Yes, Lynn understood why she had, but she also knew Terrie wasn’t the most objective person on this subject.

Lynn wanted time to talk to Paul, alone and without distractions, and without worrying if Terrie was going to kill him.

If worse came to worst, Lynn knew she could ship him to another hotel, buy him a plane ticket to fly back on Monday, and Terrie would—hopefully—be none the wiser.

Or…not. If Lynn ended up keeping Paul there with her, she’d have to deal with the nuclear fallout on Monday when she met up with Terrie and Mark in Omaha.

“I’m still thinking about Paul,” Lynn finally said, which wasn’t even a lie.

Terrie sighed. “I don’t know why the hell he showed up when he did, but that boy has the world’s crappiest timing.”

At least her friend didn’t sound like she wanted to murder him.

At that exact moment.

Terrie’s phone buzzed with a text, Mark’s custom tone chirping. She picked it up and read it. “He’s at the airport now and said to pay attention to the weather. We might have storms up here this afternoon. Shoot. I’d better get my ass moving, then. I don’t want to be on the road if it’s going to storm.”

Relief. “Yeah.”

“Hey, you be careful, all right? If you see the skies start to get dark, come back to the hotel. These aren’t like Florida spring storms. They get nasty here.”

“Florida storms get nasty.”

“I’m talking tornado nasty. We were at Carl’s place visiting one Easter and those damn sirens went off and scared the crap out of me. Didn’t even know what the hell they were, at first. Lisa, Carl, and Mark were laughing their asses off at me. It was only later I realized how scared they were and they were trying to keep me and the kids from panicking while we were cowering down in their basement.” She finished off the last few bites of her breakfast and her coffee.

They headed back to their room so Terrie could grab her things and use the bathroom one last time. After she opened the door, she handed her key card to Lynn. “You’ll want that when you check out.”

“Thanks.” Lynn slipped it into her back pocket with the other one.

Then she kicked off her shoes while Terrie was in the bathroom, stretched out on her bed, and pulled out her laptop like she was going to work. When Terrie emerged and washed her hands, she noticed.

“Promos?”

“Yeah, wanted to go through my e-mail before I start wandering around town. Let breakfast settle.”

“Ah. Seriously, if the skies get dark—”

“I’ll be careful. Don’t worry. Get moving, or Mark will spank you in the bad way if you’re not there when he lands.”

“Yeah. True story.” She smiled. “We’re staying at a hotel down there tonight after we go out to dinner with his family. It’ll be fun to get our freak on. He hinted he packed some toys and—”

Lynn covered her ears with her hands and laughed. “Don’t want to hear it! Love you guys, but that’s a little TMI.”

“It’s good to hear you laugh. I wish you did it more.”

Lynn desperately tried not to think of the man currently winging his way over southeastern Missouri at that moment, if the FlightAware app’s tracking map was accurate.

Paul had always been able to make her laugh. She’d never laughed so hard or so much in her life as when they were together.

“Go on, Mom.”

“You really make me feel old when you call me that, you know.”

“You love it.”

“Yeah, I do.” After one last hug, Terrie headed out the door, finally.

Lynn forced herself not to do anything, just in case Terrie had forgotten something, or turned around to tell her something else, or…anything.

She waited a good thirty minutes before jumping up and changing clothes, jeans and a blouse, putting her shoes back on, and packing her laptop and iPad. Not bothering with makeup because it wasn’t worth the aggravation. Tears were likely in her future.

Tissues.

She snatched a handful of them from the dispenser on the vanity counter and stuck them in her purse.

With the Waze app on her phone, she made it to the airport in under twenty minutes.

And still nearly an hour until his flight landed.



* * * *



Paul’s gut pretty much stayed clenched from the second he awakened at his first alarm going off, after not getting more than an hour or two of sleep total, to the moment the plane’s wheels lifted off the tarmac.

Then it only unclenched slightly, no longer excruciatingly painful and now hovering around severely aching. At this point, if something happened to the flight, it was beyond his control and hopefully wouldn’t bork whatever chance he might have with Lynn.

He kept his eyes closed and tried to tune out the sounds around him in the cabin.

All he wanted to think about was Lynn. About what he wanted to say to her.

I’m sorry topped the list.

Repeatedly.

If he was able to get any further than that, he would do his best to tell her what she meant to him, how she’d always been on his mind, how he knew he’d never be able to completely atone for what he’d done, but he hoped she’d give him a chance to try.

So many things to talk about with her.

To let her vent, rage, scream, yell—all of it. Any of it.

Maybe if the Universe was on his side, she might give him another chance.

Maybe.

He wasn’t sure of that. Not at all. This might be some sadistic revenge plot on her part to fly him up there just to humiliate him and metaphorically hand him his balls on a platter before spinning him around and sending him back to Florida on the turn-around flight.

And he’d deserve that, too.

He’d been in a type of stasis, only he’d slowly decayed in the process. Trying to shoulder the burden of Sarah’s recovery and their marriage. Twisting himself inside out to meet her every demand.

Losing himself.

Growing to resent and hate himself and his own cowardice. His failure to more thoroughly confront himself and his own feelings and doubts early on in his relationship with Sarah.

His failure to protect Lynn, someone he’d promised to take care of and defend and never, ever, break a promise to.

One-hundred-percent failure rate so far.

However this worked out—whether this was closure she needed to move on or, possibly, an opening door—from this point on, he needed to move forward. Alone or with Lynn. If he maintained his current state of emotional and soul-level orbital decay, he’d be dead in ten years or sooner.

He needed to figure out a way to pull himself out of his tailspin if Lynn sent him on his way. He had to learn to live again and quit wearing the metaphorical sackcloth undershirts he’d grown so comfortable with over the past couple of years.

He knew what he wanted.

Who he wanted.

Whether or not it would come to pass still lay as high up in the air as he currently was.



* * * *



Lynn settled into a seat in the lobby and got comfortable where she could see the passengers emerging from the airside terminal section. Fortunately, she’d brought her phone charger with her because she kept hitting refresh on the app’s map.

As the tiny airplane on her phone’s screen inched ever closer to Sioux Falls, Lynn started second-guessing herself. Though, after the ultimatum she’d issued Paul, she knew she couldn’t not be there when he landed. Well, she could not be there, but it’d be a pretty shitty thing to do to him.

Despite everything, she didn’t have it in her heart to be shitty to him.

Hell, she couldn’t even hate him.

She might not be able to help the biting snark that would probably escape her mouth, but she could try to be the better person in terms of her behavior.

When the flight was only fifteen minutes out, she packed her stuff and hit the bathroom. She was standing in the lobby, leaning against a pillar and waiting, when the app announced that his flight had landed and was taxiing to the gate.

Then the arrival board announced it, too.

Lynn was afraid she might pass out or puke. Now wishing she had Xanax in her, she nervously shifted her weight back and forth from leg to leg, her arms hugged across her chest as she tried to focus on breathing.

Her fingers constantly sought out her necklace.

Her collar.

Would it even matter to him that she still wore it?

This was a mistake. A really bad mistake.

She wasn’t ready to do this, no matter what her stupid heart said.

After several agonizing minutes, people finally started emerging from the gate area into the main terminal lobby. The airline used assigned seats, and the one she’d booked him had been at the rear of the cabin, so she knew it’d probably be a while.

As the minutes ticked by and more people streamed out and toward the baggage claim belts, finally, she spotted him. Even before she could clearly see him or his face, she spotted the top of his head, the familiar way he walked, his dark brown hair.

Without hesitation he headed directly for her. When he stood before her, he set his carry-on and computer bag down, and she stared up into his eyes. Next thing she knew she was in his arms. Even the extra twenty pounds he carried didn’t change how perfectly they still fit together.

His chin rubbed against the top of her head as they stood there, silent, their arms wrapped around each other. He hadn’t shaved that morning, and maybe not even in a couple of days, but she missed feeling the neatly trimmed goatee and mustache he’d used to have.

Because she’d loved the way it looked.

Part of her wanted to say fuck caution, fuck everything, and pick up exactly where they’d left off, as if the past two years had been nothing but a nightmare.

She knew that wasn’t healthy.

At that moment, she really didn’t care, either.

Lynn couldn’t speak, words locked in her choked throat, and was finally relieved of having to speak by the sound of the luggage carousel starting up a few yards away.

Stepping back, she forced herself not to look into his eyes, knowing she’d burst into tears if she did.

They walked over to the carousel to wait for his bag, still not speaking. When he had it, they headed for the terminal’s front door. As they reached the sidewalk, he held out his hand, palm-up, and without even thinking, she dropped the keys into it.

They both froze.

It was only then she realized she’d also automatically fallen into step on his right, the way she used to.

Now their gazes met. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I…” He let out a sigh that sounded like it weighed a literal ton. “I shouldn’t have done that. It was—”

“Reflexive,” she softly said.

He nodded.

She didn’t take the keys back, staring at them for a moment before she reached over and closed his fingers around them.

“I think I need you to drive, Sir,” she softly said.



* * * *



She’s wearing her collar. Two fucking years later, she still wears her collar.

On the heels of that, his next thought.

I don’t deserve her. She deserves way better than me.

Paul was aware that they were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, but this was Sioux Falls, South Dakota, not Tampa International. The five people they inconvenienced by making them walk around them could suck it.

He set his carry-on down and, with his left hand, gently tipped her chin up and forced her to meet his gaze.

Immediately, her eyes went bright, on the verge of tears, and he pulled her in again for another hug. This time, with his lips near her ear.

“Before I screw this up,” he whispered, “I’m sorry, pet. I am so sorry, and I know that’s not nearly enough. I was wrong. I love you, and I never stopped thinking about you.”

Her grip around him tightened, her body trembling, hitching as she silently sobbed against his shoulder and refused to let the sounds escape her.

As he stroked her hair he felt how thin she was, almost painfully so, compared to her former lush curves.

Behold what I’ve created.

He didn’t rush her, didn’t try to hurry her, didn’t move from where they stood.

Finally, she took a long, deep breath and before stepping back. As if it’d been two days and not two years, he recognized the signs immediately and released her.

She nodded. “The rental’s this way,” she said, barely loud enough he could hear her over the sound of an airplane’s engine winding up somewhere close by. Then she stepped off the curb and started toward the parking lot.

He followed.

He would always follow her, for as long as she’d let him.

The fact that she hadn’t slapped his face, turned him around, and sent him on his way gave him hope.

And she still wore her collar.

Still.


Chapter Thirteen



Paul unlocked the rental car and loaded his bags into the back, holding out a hand for her computer case. Then he walked ahead of her and opened the passenger side door.

Painfully familiar.

Especially how she’d automatically waited for him to do it.

The way they’d always done things when they were together. The way he’d insisted they be done and the way she’d always happily done them before.

Once she was safely inside, he closed her door and walked around to get behind the wheel. He cranked the engine and adjusted the AC, the seat, the mirrors, and familiarized himself with the dash before taking a deep breath and looking over at her.

Lynn’s hands lay clasped in her lap, her gaze focused on them. He reached over and risked stroking her hair again, his heart thundering against his ribs as she leaned into his touch.

After a few minutes, she sniffled and her gaze darted his way before focusing on her hands again. “I’m okay.” Her voice sounded tiny, dull, muted.

Nothing like the woman he’d left.

Saying she was a shell of her former self would be extremely generous.

“I don’t know where we’re going,” he quietly said.

“I don’t either, Sir. We have to talk.”

“I agree, pet, but I meant immediately.” Her gaze finally focused on him for more than a second. “I have no clue where we’re going.”

That sweet pink blush he’d loved and missed rushed up her throat and into her cheeks. “Oh. Um, yeah. Sorry.” She pulled out her phone and called up an app. “I…” She sighed. “Do you want to go eat somewhere?”

“I could eat.”

She didn’t reply, and he fought the urge to not let it sit at that, to completely take charge.

Yes, he’d give a few of his fingers, several of his toes, and his left testicle to win her back, but he also was smart enough not to repeat the same mistakes he’d made with Sarah.

He wouldn’t lead until he knew Lynn was really ready to follow.

Really ready.

And that she was following not just because she was hurting and wanted to stop hurting or because she was looking for a safety net.

Because she really wanted him to lead.

Because she really wanted to follow him.

She finally filled in the silent gap. “Breakfast or lunch?”

“Either. You pick.”

Another hesitation, her finger hovering over the phone. “I really don’t know where to go,” she said. “I’ve never been here before. I guess let’s drive and see what we find.”

“Regardless of where we eat,” he said, “it’s my treat.”

She looked like she was going to argue with him before biting it back. “Yes, Sir.”

He reached for her free hand, brought it up to his lips, and brushed a kiss over it. “Are you really okay calling me that? Even after how I fucked up?”

“It hurts worse not to. If I find that I can’t, I’ll tell you.”

“Fair enough. Are you all right with me calling you ‘pet,’ or would you prefer I not do that?”

She nodded.

He gently squeezed her hand. “Was that an okay or a no?”

“Okay. Please.”

He leaned in and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I missed you so damn much. Thank you for this. You have no idea how much I appreciate it.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said. “Don’t fucking lead me on and then wipe me out again. I can’t handle it.”

“I won’t. I promise. And this time, I swear I’ll never make you a promise I can’t keep.”

She nodded. “Then let’s go eat.”



* * * *



Lynn knew she wouldn’t be eating in a literal sense of the word. She might nibble, but between her nerves and having just eaten not that long ago, she was more wanting to go somewhere neutral and sit and stare at his face.

Yes, he’d gained weight.

She didn’t care.

Worse, he looked beaten, weary, tired. Much the way she herself felt. Like she was struggling in water over her head against a racing current and about to lose the battle to stay afloat.

Maybe they’d both just found a sandbar.

She could only hope.

They ended up at a family restaurant that looked like it occupied a repurposed Pizza Hut building. In that nebulous period local time between breakfast and lunch on a Friday, there weren’t many other patrons in the dining room. They were able to get a booth in the corner. Once they had their drinks in front of them and were able to look at menus, Lynn finally relaxed and tried to focus on her breathing.

This felt…right.

So right.

Maybe too right, or maybe the problem was she now felt paranoid, emotionally scorched, and doubted herself and her judgment.

Did she doubt Paul?

No. Because to the best of her knowledge, he’d never lied to her. Being forced to break a promise by someone else wasn’t the same thing, in her mind. In a way, while she knew it made her petty, part of her was glad to see he hadn’t weathered the past two years any better than she had.

If anything, he looked like it’d hit him just as hard.

They didn’t speak until after the waitress took their orders and left them alone again.

When he reached halfway across the table, she automatically reached to join hands with him.

The way they always had.

In fact, she’d already found herself slipping one of her shoes off, to touch his feet.

The way she always had.

Like a knife, thousands of memories she’d both wanted to hold on to and forget at the same time came flowing back, slicing into her heart and soul and killing her with a sweet agony she wasn’t sure she could survive.

Everything they’d lost. Everything she’d desperately missed.

How alone she’d felt, even when surrounded by friends she knew who loved her.

It wasn’t the same.

They hadn’t been Him.

If Lynn turned in a book with this plot, her editor would likely arch an eyebrow and ask why the heroine couldn’t just get over the hero if it was a contemporary. Maybe a paranormal or sci-fi book might have a legitimate reason for her not moving on from a breakup.

This hadn’t been a breakup. It’d been a negligent relationship homicide by a third party, as far as she was concerned.

As much as she did want to talk about everything, get answers, hear him out, she knew if they started doing that here she would be in tears, and the last thing she wanted was a very public breakdown in a restaurant, strange city or not.

“I’ve been reading your books,” he said. “I’m all caught up. Unless you started a pen name I don’t know about.”

“She actually let you read my books?” She realized it came out snarky. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Fair question. No, she didn’t know about it. I ordered them on my Kindle account, and it was toward the end, after I’d filed for divorce.” He let out a sigh. “But I did visit your website even before that.”

“Does this mean we can be friends on Facebook again?”

“Yes. Please? I already unblocked you, but I didn’t want to send you a friend request until we’d talked in person.”

She slowly nodded, focusing on her breathing. “Thanks,” she said.

The invisible and massively bubbling elephant sitting slap in the middle of everything was that magic ticket.

Boom.

The wire transfer that should hit her bank account any day now.

The huge change her life could take, if she wanted to.

I need an alarm system.

Wait, focus.

At least she had one less worry in her life. For her and Terrie. They would be free to do the things they’d talked about doing, personally and professionally, when fantasizing about having that kind of windfall.

“You don’t have to pay for my lunch,” she said. “It’s okay.”

“Please let me do this. You flew me up here. I know you’re not rich. I feel guilty enough as it is. I don’t want you spending money on me. I’m the one who should be taking care of you. I’m not as well off as I used to be, but I’ll figure it out somehow.”

It took every last ounce of will she had not to explode in tearful laughter, both over the news she held back and his feelings about her finances.

Bless his heart.



* * * *



When they sat down, Paul had laid his phone facedown on the table, off to the side, in case work needed him. He’d left his work cell behind, but they knew to call him on his personal cell.

He did not want to be interrupted, though. He wanted to give Lynn his full attention, especially since he finally felt like there was hope.

The last thing he wanted a distraction.

He had a custom vibration tone for work. If they called or texted him, he’d notice it.

So when his phone burped out a single vibration for a text, he simply reached over and touched the power button to silence it.

Just as their food arrived, another text came in, and again he silenced it.

Whoever it was could wait. It wasn’t work.

The third time it happened, he silenced it again, but Lynn noticed.

“Do you need to look at that?”

“No. It’s not work.”

“How can you tell? Oh.” She smiled, but it broke his heart how sad it looked. “You still have the custom vibrations.”

“Yeah. I’m still predictable.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate you doing that.”

While they were eating, several more texts and a call came through. Unusual, because he rarely received that many in a morning, unless they were from work. When Lynn excused herself to the bathroom halfway through their meal, he glanced at his phone.

Sarah.

The texts and the call.

And she’d left a voice mail.

He quickly played it.

“Why aren’t you returning my texts? I called you at work and they said you were out of the office all next week due to a family emergency. What family emergency? Call me. I want to know what’s going on.”

He angrily deleted the voice mail, as well as her call from his call log.

I don’t owe her anything.

He glanced at the messages. They’d started out innocuous.

Can we talk?

Please text me back.

Why aren’t you answering my texts?

I’m going to call you at work.

What is going on? Where are you? Why are you out of town? What emergency?

Answer my call goddammit!

He fought against the rage building in him. She’d obviously called his direct line, gotten his voice mail that simply said he would be out of the office until the following Monday, and then she must have called the main line to talk to one of his coworkers.

Fuck.

Lynn was just sliding into the booth when his phone buzzed in his hand with an incoming call, startling him.

This time, it was work.

“Sorry, this one’s work.”

“It’s okay.”

He got up to answer, quickly heading to the front door and stepping outside. It was warm and windy, but the temperature was dropping and the blue sky starting to cloud over. “Paul Harman.”

“It’s Ken. Look, I don’t know what’s going on with your ex, but call her and tell her to stop calling here, please? She’s already called like four times, and she’s flipping out on the phone. I don’t appreciate her taking tone with me. Whatever is going on, handle it. Now.”

Shit. His boss understandably sounded pissed off. “I’m really sorry. I told her not to call me at work unless it was an emergency.” Paul’s phone beeped with an incoming text.

He didn’t look at it.

“I know you went through a rough patch with her, but I thought once your divorce was final that you were going to have your head back where it belongs. I need you to deal with this once and for all.”

“I will. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. That’s all I needed.”

“Okay.”

His boss ended the call, and Paul swiped to his text messages.

Another from Sarah.

I’m not going to stop trying to reach you until you deal with me.

He finally tapped out a reply. What do you want?

Where are you?

Taking a deep breath, he tapped his reply. None of your business. Tell me what you want, or leave me alone. If you don’t leave me alone I WILL block your number. NEVER call my work again.

There was a hesitation. That was the first time he’d ever replied to her so harshly before. Usually he kept it polite and refused her efforts to drag him into her drama.

She finally replied. I just want to talk. Do you have a minute?

Is it about finances?

No, I just want to talk.

I’m NOT doing this. I’m out of town. Stop texting me.

He quickly swiped through screens to find the mute feature and set her texts and phone number so that it wouldn’t ring or vibrate if she called or texted.

Now angry and shaking, he took a couple of deep breaths before returning inside to Lynn.

Lynn cocked her head. “Everything okay?”

He refused to lie to her or withhold anything. “Apparently Sarah’s been trying to text me. When I didn’t respond, she called work and got snippy with my boss. Which made him call me. So I had to text her back to shut her down.”

Like a steel door, a mask settled over Lynn’s expression. She even sat back in her seat. “Oh.”

Fuck. He hated that. Here he was, already fucking things up when he thought maybe he’d made a little progress.

He set his phone facedown on the table again and reached over, moving his plate out of the way, to take her hand in his. “I texted her back and told her to leave me alone or I’d block her number. I’ll show you the texts, if you want. I deleted the voice mail already, or I’d let you listen to that, too.”

She didn’t pull her hand away, which gave him hope. “What’d she want?”

“She said just to talk. Which basically means hinting around at getting together. She’s done that a few times. Each time she did, I shut her down before she could get to that point. All I told work was that I had a family emergency, so now she’s using that as an excuse to try to get me to talk to her.”

“Oh.”

“I’m not getting back together with her. The divorce is final. I haven’t seen her in weeks, and that’s only because she stopped by my apartment to bring me some mail that ended up mixed up with hers right after we’d just started the change of address process and mail was still going to the house.”

“Okay. Does she know you’re here with me?”

“No. She doesn’t know where I am. I didn’t tell my boss where I was going, either.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I shouldn’t have made you take off like that.”

“It’s not your fault. I had to take a lot of time off, a lot of screwy stuff, last-minute calling off toward the end of my marriage while dealing with her. Before I finally filed and then for the divorce. I was just settling into a stable routine again.”

Her expression clouded. “I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t apologize. This is worth it. If he wouldn’t give me the time off, I would have quit right there. No way in hell was I going to blow this chance with you.”

“I don’t want to cost you your job.”

“I can get another job. I’m in IT. Might not make the money I am now, but I don’t give a crap at this point. You’re the only person I care about.”

He hated how scared she looked. She’d almost started relaxing, hints of smiles, even a few smiles that were almost, but not quite, as bright as he remembered.

“What can I do to make you feel safe?” he asked.

She stared at where his hand still held hers for a long, tense moment. “I’m scared she’s going to call you and threaten to kill herself and you’ll go back to her.”

“You and I haven’t had a chance to talk about any of this, but no. I absolutely will not go back to her.”

“Before, you said you couldn’t handle the guilt if she harmed herself. I understood that and respected you for it, even though I didn’t agree with your choice.”

Hell, no one who knew most of the story the way Lynn did had agreed with his choice. They’d all said Sarah was probably playing him and wouldn’t really get the serious help she needed long-term.

They’d all been right, despite what he’d thought and hoped at the time.

“I promised her there were things I’d never tell anyone,” he finally said. “Just like there were things you and I discussed that I refused to tell her because you’d asked me not to. And maybe that was part of her issues. I don’t know and don’t care at this point. But when all this started, when she first had her breakdown, I laid out firm conditions that she had to meet for me to stay in our marriage. She promised me she would. And then…”

“She didn’t.”

He nodded. “You were right. You all were right. When she turned around and refused to uphold her end of the deal, after I’d warned her several times in front of her therapist what would happen, and even after the therapist reminded her what she’d freely agreed to, I gave her one last chance. She told me to go to hell, that I was the one who was wrong. She moved my stuff out of our bedroom while I wasn’t home and gave me the silent treatment. So I filed. I moved out, and we sold the house. I think up until the point the judge signed the final orders and the house sold that she thought I was going to come back. That I would cancel it.”

“I’m sorry. I hoped at least something good would come from all of that. That she’d heal.”

“Something good did come of it.” He squeezed her hand again and waited until she looked him in the eye. “I was finally able to move on and put that behind me so I can try to make things right with you.”

“But look what it cost you.”

“It cost you more. I wish I could go back and make different choices, starting at the beginning of my relationship with her. I loved her, but I should have forced her into counseling years ago. I wouldn’t have dragged you into that if I’d known what she was hiding. I can’t change anything that happened. All I can do is change what I do now. And what I want to do now is spend the rest of my life trying to regain your trust.”



* * * *



Lynn had actually been starting to enjoy herself somewhat until all that happened. She’d remembered how, before, any time they were together and Sarah called or texted him, even about stupid stuff that didn’t matter and could have waited, he would immediately reply. While it had irritated her, she’d understood and even admired him for it. It’d been part of the deal when Sarah had told him he could not only play with Lynn but be poly with her as well.

Sarah had even once told her she appreciated that Lynn didn’t seem bothered by it.

“I’m pissed off that she lied to me,” Lynn finally admitted to him, even though she hadn’t wanted to get into this conversation at the restaurant. “I’m pissed off that I considered her a friend, would have done anything for her, loved her in a way, even, and she lied to me.”

“She didn’t lie, exactly. She told the best truth she was able to. She’s got borderline personality disorder. Something else you were absolutely right about. She doesn’t deal with things the way we do. She doesn’t process.”

“You can call it what you want, but she lied.” Lynn resisted the urge to pull her hand from his.

“I understand why you feel that way. She…” He seemed to need a moment to find a way to say it without revealing things he’d promised not to. “She felt betrayed that we fell in love.”

“But we promised that nothing we did would hurt your marriage, and we didn’t. She was the only one who thought your marriage was in trouble.”

“I know.”

“How are we in any version of this story the bad guys?”

“There are no bad guys.”

“She lied to me. She lied to you. An omission is as good as a lie. We followed all her rules. Every one of them. To the letter, and sometimes even beyond the letter when one of us wasn’t sure if we were crossing a line. We never went around behind her back. We never hid anything. You always put her first. I begged her to talk to me, to come to me at any time. The first time she finally did in a couple of years it was to basically bash the crap out of you to me and make you sound like you were the world’s suckiest husband, as if I wasn’t your girlfriend. And that was after months of barely being able to coax more than a few words out of her.”

“I know—”

The cork was off that genie’s bottle. She plowed over him. “And here I was, having to sit there and listen to her talking about what a shitty-assed husband you were, all the horrible things you supposedly did, like I was suddenly her best buddy to confide in when I’d already heard your side of things and knew that she was either outright lying or batshit crazy!”

“I know.”

“And she got pissed when I told you what she said? What the hell did she think was going to happen? We already told her that, with only a few exceptions, we had no secrets. And she didn’t ask me not to tell you what she said, or I would have stopped her.”

She took a deep breath as she realized her voice was going up in volume. She toned it down, leaning over the table. “You were my best friend. If nothing else, someone sitting there, anyone else, saying those same things about you, I would have gone after them for it. Defended you because you were my best friend. For over an hour, Paul, I had to sit there and listen and pretend I wasn’t seething with rage and point out to her everything she was wrong about. Because I was afraid to speak up and stop her for fear of pissing her off and her pulling our permissions. How was that fair to me? Huh? I did consider her a friend up until that point. Then she paints me and you to be the bad guys in this? And, oh yeah, ended up pulling all our permissions anyway.”

He listened without interruption, his gaze fixed on her.

“Then I told you—everyone told you—get her a therapist who won’t let her gaslight them. You said she’d picked a religious-based counselor recommended by her church. Did I not tell you I thought she had a personality disorder? That you needed to force her to see someone with experience dealing with those? I took psych classes in college, and I’ve done a shit-ton of behavioral research for my books. I know as much or more about personality disorders than some practicing mental health experts. And what did I tell you?”

“That she would gaslight the hell out of the counselor if they weren’t used to dealing with that,” he quietly said. “Especially because of the poly situation.”

“And what did Tilly tell you?”

“The same thing.”

“And what did everyone else you confided in say?”

He let out a weary sigh. “That unless she got intense inpatient therapy for her personality disorder, she would revert once she thought she’d got what she wanted. That she was only doing enough to make me cut ties with you, isolate me from my friends, and get me settled into the pattern she wanted.”

“And what did we all tell you about her slowly revoking our privileges?”

Now his gaze fell to the table. “That she was going to chip away at them until she completely isolated me from all my friends in the lifestyle and you.”

“Exactly. And the counselor treated the situation like you’d cheated on her, even though that absolutely was not the case and Sarah even admitted it wasn’t the case, right?”

“Yeah. That’s exactly what happened.” He was silent for a moment. “I had to at least try.”

“I know.” She squeezed his hand, hard. “That’s one of the things I love so damn much about you because I knew how much this was tearing you up. Do you know why I haven’t so much as gone on a coffee date with anyone in two years?”

She waited until he met her gaze again. “Why?”

“Because I couldn’t get the sound of you sobbing out of my head that last night we ever saw each other face-to-face and you told me you had to do this so she’d have a chance to find recovery. You were not an emotional man. I’d been to funerals with you, of good friends, where you loved them and got choked up and teary. But the sound of you sobbing as we held each other that last time will haunt me to my dying day. It was at that moment I realized I didn’t give a shit about myself, but I hated her for doing this to you.”


Chapter Fourteen



They didn’t talk much during the rest of their lunch. Lynn knew she’d need some time to regroup and figure out what she wanted to say to him.

Things she didn’t want to say in an increasingly busy restaurant, when she knew dang well she’d be crying through a lot of it.

Paul’s phone didn’t go off again, either.

“Did you want to go anywhere?” he finally asked. “Sightsee?”

“I would like to see Falls Park. It sounds pretty. Not like we get to see many of those in Florida. Waterfalls, that is.”

“Where is it?”

She pulled it up on her phone. “Not too far from here. It’s just north of downtown.”

“Do you want me to reserve a separate hotel room when we get back?”

Staring at him, she realized he was serious. “No, I don’t want you to get a separate room. Why would I want you to do that?”

“I’m just asking. I didn’t want to assume anything.”

“I didn’t just spend two years forcibly separated from you to not have you in the same room.”

“I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that you don’t hate me.”

She fought back the prickle of tears threatening to break through again. “I’ve never hated you. I hated the circumstances and what happened. I’ve always loved you. I knew you didn’t want this to work out the way it did.”

Outside, the sky had clouded up, and the temperature had dropped a little more, but it didn’t feel like rain yet. With Lynn navigating, they soon found their way to the park. Hand in hand, they walked over toward the falls and stood there, reading the information on one of the placards, Paul finally stepping behind her and wrapping his arms around her.

She pulled her phone out and took a selfie of them together. Their first in two years.

Even if this flamed out and crashed, she knew she would in the future spend countless hours staring at that one picture.

Her miracle.

She slipped her phone back into her pocket.

“This is nice,” he said. “Thank you for suggesting it.”

School must have still been in session because there weren’t many people around, and those they saw were adults, not kids.

“It’s amazing what the force of water can do,” she said. “Cutting through rock like that.” The breeze blew over them, the sound of the falls rushing below them. “I fell hard for you once already. I never stopped falling. Then I got buried in an emotional rockslide. Don’t jerk me around. I refuse to manipulate you like she did, but I’m going to be honest that I can’t and won’t go through that misery again. I can’t promise I won’t get bitchy sometimes over this, either.”

He nuzzled her left cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, I promise. This time, it’s a promise I will keep.”

She turned in his arms, draping hers around his neck, staring into his eyes—

And then her phone rang, Terrie’s ringtone.

“Shit.” She fumbled her phone out of her pocket again. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I’m here safely, and he’s landed. Just waiting for him to deplane. How you holding up?”

“Oh, fine. Had lunch and now I’m at Falls Park.”

“That’s cool. Is it pretty? Take pictures.”

“Yes, it is, and yes, I am. I’ll probably hit their visitor center.”

“Get a receipt if you buy anything. If you use it in a book, don’t forget, it’s tax deductible.”

“Will do. So what will—”

Somewhere nearby, a loud siren started blaring, making her jump.

“Lynn?” Terrie asked. “What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know.” She and Paul both looked around in confusion. People were starting to run. “It’s a siren. I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

“A siren? Hold on, I’ve got my iPad with me.” Terrie spoke seconds later. “Fuck, it’s a tornado warning. Get out of there!”

“Where do I drive to?”

“Not your car! Whatever you do, stay out of a car. It can pick them up and toss them. Get into a building, someplace solid.”

Lynn turned, scanning, and spotted a small concrete bathroom. “Over there.” They started running, Paul grabbing her free hand and not letting go.

“The tornado?” Terrie shrieked.

“No, a bathroom. We’re heading there now.”

“Take shelter. Hold on to the toilet if it hits the building.”

“How do we know it’s safe?”

“The siren will stop. And check your phone weather app. You’ll be able to see the radar. You’ve got like ten to fifteen minutes before that system hits. I think it’ll be to the northwest of you, but get inside now.”

“I’ll call you back.” As they raced toward the ladies room, she shoved her phone back into her pocket. They dove inside and scurried down to the farthest stall from the door, the large, wheelchair-accessible stall, where they locked themselves in and hunkered down.

She stared at Paul.

He stared back.

Heart pounding, Lynn grabbed Paul and kissed him, hard, shoving him against the concrete wall.

Outside, the sirens still wailed as she reached for his belt to unfasten it, fumbling at it until he pushed her hands away and grabbed her belt, quickly working it free and opening her jeans.

He spun her around, her back against him and cradling her body against his, his left hand gently cupping the front of her throat, the right sliding down the front of her jeans, into her panties, her clit tingling as his finger immediately found its target.

“Who’s my good girl?” he whispered in her ear.

A shiver raced up and down her body, gooseflesh rippling her skin. “I am, Sir.”

“How long’s it been since—”

“I haven’t,” she admitted, wishing he’d just shut up and give her some relief.

“What?” When he started to release her throat, she clamped her hand over his and refused to let go.

“Please, Sir,” she whispered. “Please!”

The hand cupping her throat tightened again, the other hand…

Her eyes dropped closed as his fingers stroked her clit and a moan escaped her. Her hands slid from his left wrist and to his lower arm, where her fingers closed around him, holding on.

His left hand, over her throat, slid north, covering her mouth. His warm breath blew across her right ear as he nuzzled it with his lips. “Come for me, pet.”

She did. Hard. Tears streaming down her face, she rocked her body against his, the first orgasm she’d had since the last time they’d been together filling her with pleasure, relief, release long denied her.

The hand over her mouth firmly pressed down, muffling her cries, a wise move on his part.

His right hand sped up, relentless, Lynn apparently not the only one who still remembered how things had been between them. He kept her orgasm going, spinning.

“My good girl,” he whispered. “Such a good girl.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, emotions overwhelming her, her brain short-circuiting. Somewhere, she was vaguely aware of the tornado sirens and the sound of rain now pelting against the roof, but she didn’t care.

If irony struck and the tornado killed her right then, she’d die a happy fucking woman.

No shit.

She dug her fingers into the flesh of his arm, afraid to let go, that maybe this was just a dream and she’d open her eyes and find herself in her bed at home, alone, no lotto ticket, no Paul.

His fingers slid lower, into her pussy and back again, up and down, stroking, finger-fucking her with two and wringing more pleasure out of her body. Finally, he pulled his hand out of her pants. He swapped hands, sliding the two fingers into her mouth as his left arm dropped, encircling her waist. He nibbled on the side of her neck as she deep-throated his fingers, sucking her juices off him.

Finally, he loosened his hold on her, and she turned, dropping to her knees and freeing his cock, his gasp of pleasure as her mouth engulfed his hard shaft sending another jolt of need to her pussy. He held on to her head, tight, fingers digging into her scalp.

Automatically, her hands slipped behind his thighs, holding on, the warmth of his body through the denim warming her palms as she let him fuck her mouth, use her.

Claim her.

She didn’t know how he managed to stay quiet when he came, but his cock deep in her throat muffled the happy moans she made when she tasted his cum flooding her mouth. His grip eased, stroking her hair as she held his softening cock in her mouth, her forehead pressed against his belly.

Finally, he gently tapped the top of her head and helped her stand, pulling her into his arms. They were still standing there, tightly wrapped around each other, when the sirens shut off.

Deafening silence filled the building, and they froze as they heard people filing out.

That’s when the giggles hit her.

She pressed her face against his shoulder as she laughed, Paul laughing with her, both of them standing there disheveled and laughing and leaning on each other for support.

Until her phone rang, startling them both.

Terrie.

“Why didn’t you call me? Are you okay?” she practically screamed when Lynn got it fished out of her back pocket.

“Yeah. The siren just shut off.”

“Okay. So what did you mean earlier when you said ‘we’?”

Panicked, she looked up into Paul’s eyes. She knew he could hear her, from how loud Terrie was speaking.

He held a finger up and circled it, indicating the park. “Everyone from the park,” he silently mouthed.

“A bunch of us were standing by the falls and we all ran,” Lynn said.

Lynn hated lying to her, but it was for a good cause.

She knew damn well Terrie would drive back up there if she knew Paul was there.

“It looks like the storm cell broke up,” Terrie said. “Get your butt back to the hotel, though. It looks like there might be another one coming through.”

“Heading to the car now,” she said, staring into Paul’s eyes. “Let me get going.”

“Call me when you get back to the hotel,” Terrie ordered.

“I will. Let me go.”

Once she got Terrie off the phone, they cleaned themselves up and Lynn peeked out through the stall doorway to make sure it was clear before they bolted out the door and toward the rental like a couple of guilty teenagers.

And, she realized, they were both laughing.

She didn’t know about him, but she was laughing like she hadn’t laughed in two years.


Chapter Fifteen



As soon as they returned to the hotel, the first thing Lynn did was call Terrie and update her.

Then she put her phone on silent and laid it on the dresser.

Paul set his things on the floor next to her suitcase and stared at her.

Next thing she knew, she was in his arms and they were kissing.

“Shower,” he muttered, backing her toward the bathroom. “No offense, pet, but after a morning on a plane and then in a bathroom, I want a shower.”

She laughed. “Agreed.”

Clothes hit the floor, both of them naked by the time they made it into the shower. It felt good to be back in his arms. Better than good. But it also felt hesitant…wary.

She felt that way.

Part of her wondering when the other shoe would drop.

“Oh, crap,” she muttered. “I don’t have condoms, and I’m not on the pill anymore.”

“I got a vasectomy.”

She pulled back to stare up at him, a hand on his chest, staying him. “What? When?”

“About a month…after.” He didn’t have to specify when.

“Why?”

“Because I knew between the meds they put her on, and her issues, and everything else, that I didn’t want to have a child. I was already sure, but I didn’t want an oopsie baby.”

“I never thought you’d get one.”

“Neither did I. Honestly? I was genuinely worried about her maybe ‘forgetting’ to take her birth control. I wasn’t going to go through that. Damn sure wasn’t going to put a child through that. Especially when Sarah went apeshit when I told her I was going to get the vasectomy. That more than anything made my mind up for me.”

“Oh.” She reached out and stroked his cheek. “Grow back your beard and mustache, please, Sir.” She missed the goatee he’d had, and it actually made him look thinner.

“Absolutely.”

Besides, she’d always loved the way it felt against her skin when he went down on her.

He grabbed a washcloth and the soap and started bathing her, his hands sliding over her body, gently, slowly. She closed her eyes and let the warm water wash her happy tears away.

Maybe this would prove to be a horrible mistake. Maybe she was setting herself up to get emotionally nuked again.

She didn’t care.

Wrapping his arms around her from behind, he cupped her breasts in his hands, brushing the pads of his thumbs over her nipples and pebbling them, making her whole body tingle. She felt his cock pressing against the seam of her ass, sliding against her flesh.

“I love you,” he whispered. “I love you so damn much.”

She covered his hands with hers. “Love you, too. Please be honest with me.” She turned, draping her arms around his neck. “Is this going to last?”

His hazel eyes bored into hers. “Yes. I won’t let you go again. If you walk away from me, that’s it. But I’m yours. You are first in my life.”

Resting her head against his chest, she listened to the beat of his heart.

It’d been one of her favorite sounds. How many times had she drifted to sleep, her head against his chest, his pulse thrumming in her ear?

This was the same but…different. Old and new mingling and merging. They were both different, and two years had passed.

“So, question,” he said. “Earlier, you said it’d been two years since—”

She pressed a finger to his lips. “Can we not talk about that right now? Please?”

He finally nodded.

“Thank you.”

She took the soap and washcloth and started bathing him, sad that she’d wished their separation would be as hard on him as it had been on her. He’d always been in pretty good shape, and to see the weight he’d gained pained her heart.

Didn’t make him any less attractive in her eyes, but she worried what the stress had done to him.

Part of her couldn’t believe she’d so easily jumped into this with him. This wasn’t responsible, it wasn’t rational, and it damn sure wasn’t smart.

The boom hung over her head.

Until she knew for sure where this was going, though, she didn’t want to talk about it yet. She didn’t think that, even if he knew about it, he’d be a dick and just want her for the money. He’d never been like that before.

Paul was a man of a moral code, and she got that even if others didn’t understand it.

And that was exactly the point. Terrie might automatically think the coincidental timing was due to the boom.

Then again, Terrie had known about his divorce and hadn’t revealed that to her.

Once they were both rinsed off, they stood under the water again, arms wrapped around each other. “What do you want to do now?” she asked.

“Dry off, curl up in bed with you, and take a nap,” he said. “And then more talking. I’m exhausted, though, and it’s really starting to hit me.” He kissed her. “If that’s okay?”

“Of course it’s okay. Thank you for coming up here.”

“Hey, I’m no idiot. Well, actually, apparently I am an idiot, but I do learn from my mistakes.”

They shut the water off and got out, toweling each other dry. On the way to the bed, he grabbed his cell, glanced at it, then frowned.

“What?”

“Another text from Sarah.” He walked over to the bed and set the phone on the table. “She’s going to force me to block her at this rate.”

Lynn struggled to keep her fears in check.

He was here, with her.

Divorced.

Not many men would have responded the way he had to her ultimatum.

“Do you need to talk to her so she stops texting?”

“No.” He turned her, gently cupping her cheeks in his hands. “I know how difficult it was for you to be so patient while we were together. Believe me, I recognized her pattern of calling and texting when she knew we were together as well as you did. I cannot tell you how much I appreciate how you handled that so well. I did notice. But now she doesn’t own me, she doesn’t own my time, and I don’t owe her anything.”

Lynn felt the tears stinging her eyes and gave up trying to hold them back. “We followed all her rules. All of them. I wasn’t trying to take you from her. I only wanted the parts of you she had no interest in.”

He pulled her into his arms. “I know, pet. I know that, and you know that. What I didn’t know at the time was how deep her issues ran.”

“She lied to us.”

He let out a sigh, one she knew, even after all this time, was him being patient. “It was an omission, but I understand why you feel like that.”

“Why’d she give us permissions if she didn’t want to?”

“Because she thought, in her mind, that she had to. She even admitted to the counselor that she knew I wasn’t forcing her to say it. She felt guilty that she hadn’t told me everything about her past, and she agreed to let me play with you and be poly with you—in her mind—to make up for her guilt over what she never revealed to me before. I was her safety net. She left home after college and married her ex, moved right in with him. She wasn’t even divorced from him when we met, just separated. I didn’t even realize she hadn’t told her parents they were getting divorced until a few days before we were supposed to travel out of town to go meet them.”

“That wasn’t a clue?”

“Yeah, in retrospect, it absolutely was. I take responsibility for not digging deeper. I didn’t realize I was coming at our relationship being fully open and honest and she wasn’t. I suspected there were maybe some issues, but I didn’t know how deep and big they were.”

He made her look up at him again. “I’m sorry you got caught in the crossfire. You have no idea how shitty I’ve felt about that—”

She stopped him again with a finger to his lips. “I think the nap idea was a good one,” she said. “I need time to process.”

He nodded, kissing the tip of her finger.

He was still semi-hard, but she loved that he wasn’t even trying to pressure her for more than just cuddling.

Frankly, she did need to process.

Part of her brain was still screaming bloody murder at her that she was a stupid idiot for not running hard and fast in the other direction.

Meanwhile, her heart was slowly dragging the rest of her bruised and bleeding psyche toward Paul.

They curled up in bed together with the TV on low enough to drown out sounds from outside and the hallway.

For the first time in two years, she didn’t dread closing her eyes and trying to sleep.



* * * *



Part of Paul wanted to simply nuke the final bridge between him and Sarah and walk away without a look back, get it over with. It was increasingly apparent that it was the inevitable conclusion.

Reconciliation absolutely would not happen. He also didn’t want to trigger her hurting herself if he could avoid it, even though he knew that wouldn’t be his fault.

As a friend, even though he knew Sarah would likely make it impossible for them to remain friends, he wanted to at least be able to nudge her back in the direction she needed to head.

One of the things he’d learned—something he’d refused to accept at first—was that, yes, he was codependent to Sarah. He’d spent their entire relationship until the bombshell trying to help and heal and steer and save Sarah, even when he hadn’t realized that’s what he’d been doing.

He’d thought it cruel to simply pull the safety net out from under her and walk away.

In the end, it turned out that’s exactly what he had to do. It’d finally hit him squarely between the eyes that she never would have a chance to really recover unless he walked away from her. Especially when she’d made it perfectly clear that she was done trying to recover.

It meant walking away from someone he loved, but Sarah had, long ago, drained his emotional well dry. To the point it likely never would recover.

Staying would only turn him resentful, and she’d hit a plateau in her recovery work.

In fact, she’d started going backward.

Finding she’d moved his stuff out of their bedroom had also been telling. When he refused to play the game by her rules any longer, and didn’t beg her to open up to him, she’d turned up the chill between them.

He was done trying to meet her more than halfway when she was doing everything in her power to push him away.

Had he simply walked away from her earlier and chosen Lynn from the start, he suspected now that Sarah wouldn’t have killed herself regardless of what she’d said. She likely would have gone through a brief mourning period before latching onto someone else, the way she had latched onto him when her ex moved out of their house and told her he wanted a divorce.

She’d delayed filing for a divorce from her ex until after Paul had met her and they’d been dating. He’d even met her ex, who was honest with Paul that he had already moved on. That they’d grown apart and he had no interest in reconciling with Sarah. Went so far as to wish them well.

In retrospect, Paul wondered if the man had breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that Sarah would now be Paul’s problem.

Paul had been terrified at first when everything broke open that Sarah would kill herself. He’d believed her, wholeheartedly.

It was only later, as her progress slowed, stalled, and then slid backward, that he saw it as part of the larger pattern.

A pattern he’d stubbornly refused to admit, at first, that had been predicted not just by Lynn but by Tilly, Ted Collins—who was a mental health counselor—and several others who had experience in the field.

Friends he’d tuned out because he’d stubbornly insisted that he knew better because he’d known Sarah better and longer than all of them.

Because he’d loved her.

Because he thought he could save her.

Bam, codependency.

He hadn’t wanted to lose the life they’d spent years building together. Okay, money was part of it. He’d grown up poor, and it was great finally having a nice house, decent cars, the ability to go on vacation when they wanted—all of that.

They’d lacked for nothing.

Making that decision to finally draw the hard, final line, one everyone had told him he must do early on, had been the second most difficult decision of his life after cutting ties with Lynn.

But because he’d let Sarah run the show for so long, she’d basically laughed at his demands, thinking he’d give in the way he had kept giving in.

It’d made him literally sick to his stomach to sit there in the counselor’s office that day and hear Sarah basically react the way that everyone had predicted she would two years earlier.

Friends he’d turned his back on because he’d loved Sarah.

Some fucking Dom I am.

Worse, she’d known that about him, his own fears and insecurities about finances. She’d used that against him in subtle and not-so-subtle ways that he’d never even realized until he’d started the process of untangling them from each other.

It’d been so damn hard to stay strong and not give in.

To follow through with what he’d told her he would do if she didn’t stick to her word. But she’d been the one to move his stuff out of their bedroom.

He’d warned her he would walk beside her, but he wouldn’t chase her.

And he was out of energy to even try.

Adding to that heartsickness had been knowing he’d put Lynn through agony.

Right this moment, he wanted to shove all those thoughts out of his brain.

Lynn was here, in his arms. Her body pressed against his, a dream made real.

Something he’d never thought he’d ever experience again and something he’d always felt when with her.

Peace.


Chapter Sixteen



Lynn awoke snuggled comfortably against Paul, her arm draped across his chest.

He even smelled the same.

“Hey.” His voice sounded sleep, thick.

Familiar.

“Hey.” She didn’t dare look up and meet his gaze yet.

He reached over, and she felt him play with her hair. “I think we need to talk.”

“Yeah.”

A soft escape of air from him. “Please tell me what you meant earlier. When I asked how long it’d been.”

She refused to open her eyes. “I couldn’t come, all right? I tried a few times and realized I couldn’t. Not without you. So I gave up trying. Okay?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault,” she mumbled, although she had thought it was his fault. Not deliberately, but indirectly.

“There’s something I need from you,” he said, sounding more awake.

“What?”

“Don’t hold back. Please, look at me.”

She finally did, his hazel gaze boring into hers.

“I know you feel it’s my fault, and rightfully so. I could tell, just then, from the way your whole body tensed. Don’t hold back from me, please.”

“Fine.” She sat up. “I did blame you, okay? I know you didn’t do it deliberately, and it wasn’t intentional. But you trained me and rewired my brain the way you always joked you would, and then you left me. Okay? And I was too broken at that point to even try to figure it out. It was less painful to wall myself up inside my own head and sit there and rot from the inside out.”

He reached up and gently brushed the tears from her cheeks with his thumb. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. You’re right that it’s my fault. And I take responsibility for that.”

This wasn’t who she wanted. She wanted her Sir back. The man who could slam her down onto the bed, hard, and tame her.

The Beast. His dark side.

That’s who she wanted, wanted back.

“How do I know I’m not going to get fucked over again?”

He sat up and folded his fingers around her hands, holding them against his chest. “I know I don’t deserve your trust, that I’m going to have to earn it all over again. But I swear I’m not going anywhere. Whatever I need to do to regain your trust, I’ll do it.”

She stared at him, trying to silence the agonized part of her soul screaming for her to just take him back without question so she could pretend the last two years had never happened.

Then there was her brain, fighting and screaming to run far and fast the other way.

“Neither of us play with anyone else,” she said. “As a top or a bottom. No poly. You want me? You get only me. Period. I was fine being second before, but not this time. I won’t be second again. Ever.”

“Agreed.”

She didn’t want to be a raging bitch, but she also knew she couldn’t move on until she’d satisfied her brain that she wasn’t about to get fucked over again.

“I don’t want you seeing Sarah alone,” she said. “I get that you still have some feelings for her. I’d worry if you didn’t. But if she wants to talk to you, she can do it in front of me. Or at least in public. Not alone.”

“Agreed.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” He squeezed her hands. “This is me, groveling. I don’t grovel, you know that. But I am now.”

“What if she tells you she’s going to kill herself?”

A sick look crossed his face. “I hope she doesn’t, and I’m going to feel badly if she does, but I can’t live the rest of my life held hostage by her threats. Not when I’ve seen the other side of things. She has all the tools available to her to face her recovery. Unfortunately, I did as much as I could, more than I should have, even, and it wasn’t enough. It never would have been enough for her.”

“And it only took two years for you to figure that out.” She hated the acidity in her tone but knew she couldn’t censor herself. Hell, he’d asked her not to hold back.

“You were all right,” he said. “But I had to try.”

“If she leaves you voice mails or texts, I want to hear and see them before you delete them.”

He released her hands, reached for his phone, tapped his code into it, then handed it to her.

There was another new one from Sarah.

You can’t just leave without telling me where you’re going.

Lynn wanted to hurl the phone against the wall.

“I don’t want her in my home,” Lynn said. “Ever. She doesn’t cross the threshold. You understand me?”

“Completely.”

“And I don’t want her in your apartment, either.”

“Understood.”

“And agreed?”

“Understood and agreed.”

She returned the phone to him. “What’d your family say about the divorce?”

“My sister said it was a shame, but she understood. My brother said it was about time. But he’s on divorce number four.”

There was so much she wanted to say to him. Two years of anger and agony and loneliness and betrayal locked inside her. Part of her wanted to say it to Sarah’s face.

Part of her wanted Sarah to just drop off the face of the planet.

And she hated herself for feeling like that. Logic told her the woman was sick and needed help.

Emotion wanted to drop-kick the woman into the Gulf of Mexico.

Paul reached out and stroked her cheek. “Let me have it,” he softly said. “I came here prepared to take whatever you need to dish out, as long as you need to do it. I accept that.”

Closing her eyes, she tried to breathe her way through it, but her tears flowed again, hot and ragged. Then she was in his arms, sobbing against him as he slowly, gently rocked her, his face pressed against the top of her head and his breath warm against her scalp.



* * * *



Paul knew this was only the beginning. There would be a lot of tears, likely a lot of angry raging on her part, and all he could do was let her do it and get it out of her system. The only way they would last for life was if he patiently rode it out with her.

Frankly, Sarah’s rages were a thousand times worse than this. This he could deal with, physically.

Emotionally, it felt like someone was shredding his guts with shards of glass. Lynn even sounded different, broken.

He had done this to her.

He suspected her emotions would run the entire gamut from angry to loving, back and forth, until she worked her way through it. However long it took, that’s how long it would take.

His only hope was that when she did finish working her way through it that she decided she still wanted him. This wasn’t a guaranteed win by any stretch of the imagination. There’d been no real closure for either of them. Sarah had seen to that. Once Lynn did work through that part of her grief, she still might decide that she didn’t want him after all.

Her breath came in long, hitching gasps as her sobs finally eased. What did it say about him that he’d cried harder the last night they’d seen each other than he had over the loss of his marriage?

Eventually, Lynn sat back and sniffled, tried wiping her eyes with her hands. He got up and brought her the box of tissues from the vanity counter.

“Can I get you a glass of water?”

She nodded.

He brought that, sitting next to her on the edge of the bed.

It took her several minutes before she spoke again. “Hypothetically, she gets back in recovery and her shrink tells you she’s doing great.”

“That won’t happen, but even if it did, I’ve moved on already.”

“Even though you loved her?”

“I won’t lie to you and tell you that everything was horrible. I loved her. We had good times together. I feel more than partially responsible that I didn’t dig harder and deeper early on. I own that. I don’t resent her not sticking to her recovery plan. I feel badly for her, and I hold her responsible for not keeping her promises. But I also don’t blame her, just like I wouldn’t blame her if she had diabetes or cancer.”

“And you can’t tell me what it was that happened to her?”

He stared into her sad, blue eyes, blue eyes now red from crying. “I can’t. I promised. I will say some of your suppositions early on were…very close to the mark. But there were things we discussed that I can’t talk to you about. I’m sorry.”

“What if I tell you if you want to stay with me, you’ll have to tell me?”

He hoped she wasn’t serious, that it was only a test. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. There were things I refused to tell her that you and I discussed that I promised not to reveal to anyone.”

She blew her nose again. “I bet that pissed her off.”

“It didn’t make her happy, no.”

“How can you stay so calm about all of this?”

“I’m not always calm. There were times I lost my temper with her. And I felt like shit later for doing it. One thing the past two years taught me is that losing my temper absolutely will not help and absolutely will make things worse. Just because I’m acting calm doesn’t mean I’m feeling calm.”

“So you’re basically lying about how you feel?”

“No. I can be and feel angry without losing control.”

“Like a fucking robot?”

He sensed her poking, prodding, trying to find the weak spots.

Testing.

“Pet, if you want to yell and scream at me, do it. I’ll take it. Don’t expect me to yell and scream back.”

She visibly recoiled, as if he’d reached out and slapped her. Then her tears started again. “I wanted to hate you,” she said, destroying another tissue in the process. “I wanted to scream what an asshole you were, and I couldn’t. I couldn’t hate you because I couldn’t forget how you cried, and you never cried. It would have been easy to walk away and start over again if I could hate you, but I couldn’t. Because I knew you didn’t want to walk away from me. That made everything that much worse.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything, didn’t interrupt.

“And here I was, fucked over, couldn’t stomach the thought of anyone touching me, couldn’t fucking masturbate, couldn’t hate you. Couldn’t even stand to not have my collar on. Had to force myself to keep going. Every fucking morning I’d wake up and force myself not to reach for my phone to text you good morning. Every night before bed I’d stare at my phone and think good night to you.”

She blew her nose again. “I’d saved voice mail messages you left me, and I’d play them to hear your voice. I’d close my eyes and imagine you were talking to me. How fucked up and desperate is that?” Another tissue annihilated. “And here I had to put on a brave face and pretend I wasn’t dying inside every day. I couldn’t stand to look at my back in the mirror because I’d see my tattoo there and know that I’d never feel your fingers touching it again.”

She stared down at her lap. “I’d try to talk myself into getting over it and realize how fucking stupid that was because how was I supposed to get over someone I loved? And we couldn’t even be friends? You weren’t just my boyfriend and my Sir. You were my best goddamned friend. I told you stuff I never even told Terrie in all the years I’ve known her.”

Lifting her head again, she stared out into space, not at him. “Everything from music, to books, to movies and TV. Everything reminded me of you because we liked so many of the same damn things. I could hardly stand to do anything for the first few months except work because everything reminded me of you. I’d be driving and a song you and I used to sing to would come on. Or scrolling through the cable guide I’d see one of our favorite movies or shows. I could barely stand to eat because anything I cooked I’d think of you and the last time we ate it together.”

Her gaze finally returned to him. “And I knew that you’d go on and be able to sleep with her. You’d get to fuck her, she’d get to have her husband, and there you were, giving up an essential part of yourself for someone who basically lied to you your entire relationship and who didn’t even want or appreciate that part of you to start with. While me, the honest one, the one you never had to hide your demons or your dark places from, got fucked over sideways. How is any of that fair?”

“It’s not,” he said.

“She didn’t want the dark side of you. I loved you for it!”

“I know, pet.”

“How was I even supposed to trust anyone again after I opened myself to you and got eviscerated, huh?”

He nodded. Nothing he said would be right, and he knew it.

“I grew up not really trusting a lot of people. You knew that. I met Ron and divorced him. Thought I’d learned my lesson. Then came you. Before I knew it, I was trusting you. That got me fucked over way harder than with Ron. At least I could hate Ron. I couldn’t fucking hate you!”

She reached over and shoved him, hard. He’d been prepared for it and grabbed her, holding on to her as she briefly struggled before going limp against him again, crying.

“I know, pet,” he whispered into her ear. “There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t think about you, love you, and miss you. I’m so sorry.”

He gently laid her back on the bed, holding her until her tears quieted again.

Yes, his dark side. They’d always joked that their demons played well together. Sarah wasn’t interested in anything more than maybe a little rough sex, nothing kinky.

That should have been another clue to him early on, that, while they’d met through friends in the lifestyle, at a private party, Sarah only been active in it because of her ex. Most of her friends had been in the lifestyle, which was the only reason she still hung around with them after her ex left her.

Then he’d met Lynn.

He rolled her onto her back and kissed her, hard, closing his eyes when he finally felt her responding. Her arms slipped around him, holding on, a soft, sniffly moan escaping her as her lips parted for him, allowing his tongue to sweep against hers.

He worked his way down her body, kissing every inch of her, reading her as her breath grew faster, her fingers twining in his hair.

He owed her two years of orgasms.

I’d best get started.

She still kept herself shaved, too. As he settled between her thighs and his tongue flicked against her clit, she let out a soft moan. Reaching up, he laced fingers with her, pinning her hands as he started in earnest. Sucking, licking, he buried his tongue in her pussy and traced every sweet fold until the first orgasm swept through her. Her hands squeezed his, hard, as her back arched and she rocked her hips in time with his mouth.

Nowhere close to being done with her, he pressed his face hard against her mound and sucked on her sensitive clit, forcing a squeal out of her that almost immediately turned into another moan of pleasure. Now she was trying to squirm away from him.

He didn’t let her.

Unless she safeworded, he was going to keep making her come until he was sure her body couldn’t give him any more.

And even then he might try to get one more out of her.

Once she’d rested after that, he’d do it to her again.

And again.

For now, he eased up just enough to let her catch her breath, swirling his tongue around her swollen clit to let her body come down a little. When she stopped trying to squirm away from him and resumed trying to rock her hips against his mouth, that’s when he stepped it up again.

She finally called yellow about an hour into it. There was a satisfyingly large wet spot on the bed under her as he crawled up next to her, cuddling her against him.

“Better, pet?”

She nodded. “Better, Sir.” She reached down to play with his cock, which, while firm, wasn’t completely hard. He’d been fixated on her pleasure, not his own.

Under her fingers, his shaft quickly swelled, hard, throbbing.

Tipping her face up to his, she kissed him, not even hesitating at the taste of her own juices all over him.

Another difference. Sarah had always barely tolerated him going down on her, and she wanted nothing to do with him kissing her until he’d washed his face.

He rolled on top of her as she guided his cock into her, spreading her legs and wrapping them around him. Lacing fingers with her again, he pinned her hands over her head as her body rocked against his.

“Love you, pet,” he whispered. “Love you so damn much, and I’m not letting you go.”

Even with her puffy nose and red eyes, she still looked beautiful.

Especially when she smiled up at him. “Love you, too, Sir.”

He kissed her, hard, speeding up his strokes and now barely able to hold back. As he exploded inside her, she moaned with him, her swallowing his satisfied groan as his balls emptied inside her.

Eyes falling closed, he rested his forehead against hers, not moving.

Perfection.

Heaven.

Peace.

Even in the best of times with Sarah, he’d never felt the serenity he did when he was with Lynn.

Not just in bed, either, but all the time. Like his soul had found its niche.

He rolled onto his side with his arms wrapped around her. “Another nap and shower, and then dinner,” he said.

“Yes, Sir.”

She sounded sated.

Subspacey.

Happy.

I can only hope I can make her happy.

He’d damn sure spend the rest of his life trying to make her happy, if she’d let him.


Chapter Seventeen



From the dim light struggling to make it around the room’s curtains, Lynn knew it had to be close to dusk. She untangled herself from Paul, but he caught her hand and pulled her back.

“Where are you going?” he asked after kissing her.

“Bathroom, and to check my phone. If Terrie tried to call or text me and didn’t get me, she might come looking for me.”

“Ah. Hurry back.”

Her face felt swollen, tight from crying, a sensation she’d grown far too used to over the past two years. After using the bathroom and washing her hands and face, she checked her phone.

No calls or texts.

She sent Terrie a quick text to proactively check in. Going to grab dinner, write for a while, and get some sleep. Hope you’re having fun.

Terrie replied a few seconds later. Have fun and be safe. Mark says hi.

Hi back.

Hopefully, that meant no interruptions for the rest of the evening.

She sat and stared down at Paul. She knew she should tell him about the boom, but she couldn’t make herself do it yet.

She had to be sure.

Instinctively, she knew he wasn’t bullshitting her.

At least, that’s what she wanted to believe.

“Terrie admitted after you left the other day that she had looked online and found where you’d filed for divorce.”

“She didn’t tell you?”

“No. She was afraid to.” She studied her phone. “She said she wanted to see what would happen first before she did.”

He sat up and reached out, tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “She wasn’t sure if I’d go through with it.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yeah.” She felt her heart trying to pound again. “I thought you swore you’d never file for divorce.”

“I did. And I meant it. But she stopped fulfilling her promises to me, and then we had a blow up at her therapist’s office. The next day, she moved my things into the guest room. Gave me the silent treatment from that point on. I think she was waiting for me to try to pull her back, to chase after her, but I wasn’t. I knew she wouldn’t file for divorce, and I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life living like that. So I finally filed.”

She studied him for a long moment. “Another promise broken.”

“Yeah.”

“How can I trust you not to break promises to me?”

He needed a moment to put his answer together. “I can’t go back and make different choices. Had I left her then and something happened, I would have spent the rest of my life blaming myself. I’ll spend the rest of my life hating myself for what you’ve been through. No matter what I did, someone would lose. I thought I could help her manage her issues. I thought I knew better. I was wrong.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I know. I would hope that, based on the years we had together, and knowing me the way that you did, you would understand that once I make a decision, I do my damnedest to follow through. If she hadn’t moved me out of our bedroom and given me the silent treatment, I probably would have kept trying a while longer.”

“What happens when she finds out about us and comes back?”

He took her hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing it. “I’m not going back to her. And I can’t make plans on a hypothetical that hasn’t happened. I don’t blame you for not trusting me. You tell me what I need to do to earn your trust, and I’ll do it.”

Part of her implicitly trusted him. Knew he was telling the truth. To the best of her knowledge, he’d never lied to her. Ever. Even Sarah had finally admitted in their final showdown that, yes, Paul’s version of events about everything she’d bitched to Lynn about had been correct.

It wasn’t long after that admission—and half-assed apology for her phone call to Lynn where she’d trashed Paul—before Sarah had pulled their permissions.

“I think one of the things that hurt the most was that you hadn’t told her about how you’d collared me,” she finally said. “She acted like she knew more about that night than I did when I was the one there and she wasn’t.”

He slowly nodded. “I know. I hadn’t told her all the specific details at that point, and she made assumptions I didn’t challenge at the time.”

“Why not? Then I came out looking like the crazy one!”

“Because I was trying to manage how she got the information in a way that wouldn’t trigger her worse.”

“And what did we all tell you?”

He sighed. “That I should have told her everything at once. And you all were right. The therapist even told me that later.”

“Why didn’t you listen to us?”

“Because I was scared to lose my marriage and my wife’s life. I didn’t want to lose you, but I thought you were stronger than her. I admit it—I was wrong. I was wrong all the way around. I’m not perfect. I never claimed to be.”

She studied him for another long moment, still not pulling her hand from his. “I never cared if you were perfect or not,” she softly said. “I just wanted you the way you were.” 

“I know.”

“I never tried to change you.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t pretend to be someone I wasn’t and hide a shit-ton of stuff from you. I laid myself bare to you in the beginning for that very reason because I trusted you and I didn’t want you thinking I was some emotional train-wreck down the line.”

He nodded. “I know.” He reached over and traced one of the scars on her upper thigh.

One that hadn’t been there when he’d last seen her.

From his expression as much as his sad sigh, she knew he realized what she’d been doing to cope.

She hadn’t made any new ones in a couple of months, progress in that way, at least.

“I wanted you to hate me,” he softly said. “I prayed you’d hate me.”

“Why?”

“Because I hoped you’d hate me and move on and be happy.”

“Yeah, well, that didn’t happen.”

His eyes finally met hers. They stared at each other for a long, silent moment until she finally couldn’t take it any longer and her gaze dropped to her lap again.

He’d always had that power with her, for her to lay her emotions bare to him, coax fragility from her she’d never allowed with anyone before.



* * * *



In this light, able to see what she’d done to cope, he hated himself even more. When they’d been together, she’d never needed to cut. Had promised him she wouldn’t cut anymore.

He wasn’t even sure if Terrie knew about that part of her.

He’d never told anyone. She’d begged him never to tell anyone.

“Why don’t we find a pizza place that will deliver?” he suggested. “I’d rather stay here with you and talk without worrying about people watching or listening.”

She nodded.

He fired up his laptop and put an order in online. He donned a pair of shorts, but when he looked around for the T-shirt he’d worn the evening before up to the hotel in Clearwater, he couldn’t find it.

He turned to see Lynn had already taken it and pulled it on. This had been an old game with them. He’d take something off, and unless it was particularly dirty, she’d steal it from him and put it on, wanting his scent on her.

“I missed that game, pet,” he said.

“I still have a couple of your undershirts.”

“I figured.”

She walked over, unable to meet his gaze. “Give me a heads-up if you can’t do this.”

Cradling her chin, he made her look at him. “I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“Yeah, but you say that now and—”

He silenced her with a kiss, one hand fisting her hair, the other dropping down to hold her ass, pulling her body tightly against his. “Never leaving you,” he repeated. He released her hair and hooked a finger around her collar, gently tugging on it. “Especially since you never stopped being mine in my heart, too.” 

She pulled out her laptop to do a little work while they waited. Once the pizza arrived and he signed for it, they put out the do not disturb sign, locked themselves in, and they both stripped.

They ate in silence, only the TV providing background noise. But it was a comfortable silence, much like the countless ones they’d shared over their years together. 

When they finished, he stretched out on the bed and patted the spot next to him. Part of him wanted to unleash that long-dormant dark side on her now, flip her over, spank her ass, hard, for going back to cutting.

Yet she’d survived, so he couldn’t fault her for doing what she’d needed to do to get through it.

Especially when he hadn’t been there for her.

Part of him was afraid to drop back into that deliciously familiar old habit for fear of scaring her, of driving her away, never to return.

Fear had ruled the last two years of his life.

It wouldn’t be an easy habit to drop.

She stretched out next to him on the bed, staring up at him.

Tenderly, he kissed her, tasting and exploring, wanting to take his time. Needing to be sure she really wanted him.

Not wanting to do anything he couldn’t undo.

No more fuck-ups.

He’d rested one hand on her stomach, but she grabbed it and pulled it up, over her left breast. He cupped it, bending his mouth to suck her nipple and his cock hardening when she softly moaned.

This had always been perfect between them, nothing forced, nothing hesitant. It was like their bodies as well as their souls had called out to each other, knowing what the other needed.

Below him, her breath started coming fast, shallow, needy gasps as he grazed his teeth across her sensitive nipple. She pulled his hand down, between her legs, pressing his fingers to her clit. She was still a little swollen from their earlier session, sensitive to his lightest touch.

Sliding two fingers inside her, he slowly finger-fucked her slick pussy, enjoying the way she moaned. Her hands grasped his head, coaxing him to her other breast, fingers tugging at his hair.

Yet there was still a tentative feel to it all. From him, he knew, and from her, too. They’d have to work their way back to where they’d been. In the beginning, it’d taken them months just to work up to sexual play and more months before they’d started being sexual together.

He wouldn’t rush this, either. He longed to feel her ass grow hot under his hand as he spanked her and marked her flesh, the way she’d squirm and grow hotter, wetter for him.

Two years.

His dark side could wait a little while longer, until he was sure she was ready for that again.

That he wouldn’t accidentally drive her away by moving too fast.

Meanwhile, he’d spend their time together making things up to her in one way, at least.

He worked back and forth, taking his time, building her body up to a slow simmer until she was begging him to fuck her. Then the fun really began. He teased her without bringing her over until, finally, she pushed him off her, onto his back, and climbed on top of him.

There was a slightly wild look on her face, not quite her full-on feral headspace where they’d struggle and fight and leave pretty good marks on each other before fucking themselves into exhaustion, but close. He didn’t fight her when she impaled herself on his hard cock and started riding him.

With her hair messy and free, she resembled a wild creature, beautiful, untamed.

His pet.

His alone.

He held on to her hips, meeting her thrusts and slowing them, setting the pace for her. “My lead, pet,” he warned.

She braced her hands on his chest, her eyes closed, head back as she tried to grind her hips against his.

So perfect, so good. He held himself back, waiting, knowing if he could find the right angle she could ride herself into an orgasm. Another perfection between them they’d shared.

He let go of her right hip and reached between her legs to find her clit.

That was all she needed to explode, a low, guttural moan escaping her as she sped up. He finally quit holding back and joined her, grabbing her hip again and slamming up into her, finally holding still as the last echoes of his climax rolled through him.

She slumped onto his chest. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her tightly, never wanting to let go.

“Good girl,” he whispered, one hand sliding down her back, not even needing to see where her tat was, the triple yin-yang symbol, a triquetra variation. He knew by feel the slight dimple in the hollow of her back where it lay. Whenever he’d fucked her from behind, he used to trace it with his fingers, something incredibly erotic about that spot on her, even before she’d gotten the tat. For her, but she’d asked for his approval, his permission.

Eventually, he’d wanted to get a matching one on his upper left arm.

But…life happened.

Sarah’s breakdown happened.

Shit happened.

She shuddered in his arms one last time before falling still, her breathing slowing and deepening, growing more even.

Sound asleep.

Closing his eyes, he didn’t try to move her, didn’t want to move her.

In the space of twenty-four hours, he’d gone from wondering what the hell he was going to do with the rest of his life to knowing exactly how he wanted to spend it.

No way would he break this magic spell.

Not a chance.


Chapter Eighteen



At some point during the night, Lynn realized she lay cuddled next to Paul. The bedside light was still on, and a cheesy infomercial for some sort of paint sealant played on TV. A guy was sitting in a rowboat with a screen door for the bottom.

She got up to use the bathroom and then turned the light off before snuggling back next to him. She found a news channel and turned the volume down some.

When she checked her phone, she saw an e-mail alert from her bank, and she had to stifle the joyful shout that wanted to escape her.

We have boom.

She set her phone down and returned to bed.

“You escaped,” he sleepily mumbled, rolling onto his side to cuddle her.

“I came back. I’ll always come back, Sir.”

In the dim glow from the TV, she watched his eyes open. Next thing she knew, she was on her back, his cock easily sliding into her, her kissing him, clinging to him, rocking her hips in time with him…

So many nights she’d dreamed of this. Exactly this. A dream, a memory, a desperate wish.

He pressed his lips against her ear. “Come for me, pet.”

She was already close, his body hitting her just right, her sensitive clit rubbing against him with every thrust. Tipping her hips, she found a different angle that gave her exactly the perfect sensation she needed. His cock plowed her pussy as she moaned, head thrown back against the pillow, giving it all to him.

Everything.

Who was she kidding? Maybe she was weak, maybe she was stupid. Maybe she was a lonely idiot, but she wouldn’t shove him away. Never.

Her dream had come true. More than one. The boom, and now her Sir, back in her arms.

“Good girl,” he growled, raking his teeth against her neck as he fucked her, hard and fast and catching up with her, adding that load to her pussy.

One slight difference from before. They’d always used condoms, even though she was on the pill, just to make sure there were no oopsies.

It was so nice feeling his shaft inside her, owning her, nothing between them anymore.

He rolled to his side, arms around her. “I missed you so much, sweetheart.”

She nibbled the hollow at the base of his throat, his stubble scratching her lips. “Missed you, too, Sir.”

She crashed back into sleep.



* * * *



When she awakened the next morning, he was sitting up next to her in bed, his laptop open.

With a smile, he leaned in for a kiss. “Good morning.” She stared at him without speaking until the smile faded from his face. “Are you all right, sweetie?”

She nodded.

He closed his laptop and stretched to lay it on the other bed. Then he turned to her, caressing her cheek. “Talk to me.”

“Just…absorbing.”

Boom.

“This is going to sound stupid,” he said, “but is Vinnie okay?”

She struggled and won against the tears that wanted to start again. At least they were happy tears this time. “She’s good. She’s a little shit sometimes if I don’t follow her schedule. She’ll clear my desk and shred paper if I don’t get into the office when she thinks I should be there.”

He chuckled. “I missed her.”

“I think she missed you, too. You were her daddy.”

Silence settled between them.

“I’ll understand if you don’t want to tell anyone about this at first,” he said.

She let out a snort. “That’ll be hard to hide considering you’ll be seeing Mark and Terrie on Monday.”

“Oh. True.”

“And Justin. I’m not going to ask him to keep a secret from his sister.”

“So Rachel and Andrew, huh? He was dating someone last I knew.”

“She threatened to set fire to his car, so he broke up with her.”

“Ah.

“Actually, they were up here for Justin’s graduation a little while back. Got stuck up here in an ice storm. This hotel.”

“I bet he didn’t like that.”

“There was an accidental hand sanitizer incident and a run-in with an attack vibrator.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. It’ll be going into a book. In fact, he took a spill walking over to the Walmart over that way.” She pointed out the window. “Their Monday flight got cancelled because of the ice storm, and the soonest they could get out was the next Friday. Apparently, that’s when things got hot between them.”

“And now they’re getting married?”

“December. They received the Tilly seal of approval.”

They lay there, Lynn catching him up with events.

“Oh, man. Tony died?”

“Not Shayla’s Tony. I don’t even know if you knew him. His nickname was Basco.” She quickly detoured her thoughts around that emotional speed bump. “Gilo and Abbey are married now. And Tilly, Cris, and Landry are parents.”

“They…what?”

“They adopted a gorgeous little girl. And you’ll never guess who she works for now.”

“Tilly?”

“Yeah. She works for Lucas and Leigh and Lucas’ slave, Trevor Nichols.”

“Oh, like the movie star?”

“The movie star.”

She explained the situation to him, loving the way his jaw dropped.

“So Lucas and Leigh got married? How did I miss hearing about all that in the news then?”

“They handled it really fast. And that wasn’t long…after. So you were probably busy. You never pay attention to entertainment news anyway.”

“True. How’s Leah doing?”

“She’s good. She actually won a rope rigger contest at one of the private parties. She tied Seth.”

“He’s her bottom?”

“Just for that.” Her smile faded. “Did you hear about June?”

He nodded. “That one I did hear about. I was hoping it wasn’t her involved, and then I saw the news story. Is she doing okay?”

“Yeah, she seems to be. But don’t ask her about what happened. Scrye asked everyone not to talk about it around her unless she brings it up.”

“Understood.”

It felt good to be able to talk to him again. It touched her that he’d read her books, caught up with her backlist.

One of the hardest things had been not being able to even text him and bounce ideas off him.

Sometimes, he’d come back with ideas even better than her original ones.

“I missed this,” she softly admitted. “All of it.”

“Me, too.”

“So what do we do now?”

“Showers and breakfast?”

She reached out and stroked the stubble along his cheek. “How many days since you’ve shaved?”

“About four, I think.”

“Can you shave before we go down for breakfast? You know, to shape it the way it used to be?”

He leaned in and kissed her. “It’ll take a couple of weeks to really grow back the way you liked it.”

“I know.”

“I’m probably going to have more grey in it than I did.”

“That’s okay, too.”



* * * *



Lynn checked in with Terrie while Paul dug his shaving kit out of his suitcase and set up at the sink vanity. After Lynn got off the phone with Terrie, she walked over and slipped her arms around his midsection, watching him in the mirror.

“Everything okay?” He could tell Lynn dodged around things from the way her side of the conversation with Terrie had sounded, but he hadn’t heard the whole thing. He felt bad she was having to lie to Terrie because of him.

When their gazes met in the mirror, she gave him a smile. “Do you still have those boots?” she asked.

“You mean the ones like Tony’s that you and Shayla both drooled over every time we wore them?”

“Yeah. Those.”

“Not with me.”

Her smile faded. “Do you still have…your stuff?”

“I didn’t get rid of anything. I packed it all away. I even still have Fred.”

She blinked, like she struggled not to cry. “You do?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t going to get rid of him. Right now, he’s sitting in my bedroom, on my dresser.” Fred was a little stuffed cat she’d given him one Christmas. They’d always kept their gifts small and inexpensive, opting more for fun and meaningful. Vinnie had gotten a toy very much like Fred.

“I figured she’d make you get rid of all that.”

“I packed everything away. She wasn’t allowed to touch my stuff like that, just like I wouldn’t have done that to her.”

She ducked behind him, her cheek pressed against his spine. “Do you still have the clear paddle?”

He couldn’t help smiling as he resumed shaving. “I still have the clear paddle.” The one she’d “lovated.” Loved and hated at the same time. “And I have that hexrod cane, too. Everything.”

He knew he didn’t imagine the shiver he felt run through her. “Good.”

Still, he wouldn’t rush. He hadn’t brought anything with him anyway.

Plus they had to get through the stress of telling Terrie and Mark.

And he had to survive them telling Terrie and Mark.

It took him a few minutes to carefully shave the way he used to. He had gone back to shaving everything because Sarah hadn’t really liked the look on him and would make snide remarks about it.

One more way he’d tried to change to make her happy.

One more way he’d failed miserably at it.

After their shower, they’d ended up back in bed. By the time they made it down to the lobby, the hotel’s breakfast had ended, meaning they had to go out to eat. He held her hand as they walked to the car, still unable to believe he was here, with her.

Sometime that morning, Sarah had texted him again.

Answer me. This isn’t funny.

He ignored it.

Eagle-eyed Lynn, however, noticed. He handed her the phone after unlocking it, and her face schooled into an impassive mask. “When do you tell her?”

“When we get back.”

“I want to be there when you do.”

“Okay.”

She sat back and stared down at the table. “Part of me wants to be the one to tell her, but I know that’s because I’m feeling vindictive, and that’s not healthy. But I want to be there when you tell her.”

“Okay.”

Her gaze darted up to him then back down again. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“Not going to fight me on it? Not going to say that’s not what’s best for Sarah?”

He knew exactly what was going on now. It was funny, in a way, how some things never changed.

And how delicious it was to see they hadn’t.

He templed his fingers on the table in front of him and leaned in, dropping his voice so only she could hear. “Pet, what did I say?”

Her gaze darted up and away again, but she didn’t answer.

“Pet.”

“Okay,” she whispered. She seemed to almost be tucking into a ball, and he mentally swore. He thought she was heading down a familiar path they’d walked countless times, her testing him, wanting him to come down on her, firmly taking her in hand.

He changed sides, sliding into the booth next to her, where he put his arms around her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He kissed the top of her head, wishing he could take it back.

She buried her face against him.

Too soon.

Too. Fucking. Soon.

“You can’t push me away, pet,” he whispered. “Nothing you say or do will push me away. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. And we do this your way, and at your speed. However you want to do it.”

He felt her relax against him finally. By the time the waitress returned with their orders, Lynn had recovered and was finally responding to him again.

Won’t do that again.

This was only the start of what he suspected would be a very long and rocky path. Once they returned to Sarasota and could settle into a routine, he suspected there’d be a lot of similar showdowns between them.

Eventually, he’d be able to handle them the way he’d been able to handle them in the past, by taking her in hand. The firm boundaries she’d craved from him in part because of her childhood.

Another reason she’d loved the rough and primal play with him. She’d wanted him to be able to take her down and control her because she knew he’d immediately let her go if she safeworded.

She rarely safeworded. Not for primal play, at least. The rougher, the harder, the better she’d liked it.

So had he.

It was obvious, though, that, in some ways, he needed to take a far lighter touch with her until he was sure he’d regained her trust.

If he ever fully regained her trust.



* * * *



Lynn knew it was hypocritical of her to require full disclosure from Paul when she was holding back one whopper of a secret from him.

Boom.

Big boom.

When she’d talked to Terrie, she’d been trying to do so with a double deception going on, keeping Paul from hearing about the boom and keeping Terrie from finding out about Paul.

She also suspected he didn’t understand why she’d almost broken down there in the restaurant. It wasn’t that he’d pushed too hard or scared her.

It was that it had felt sooo close to the old days that it hit her like a concrete mixer on the highway.

This could be hers.

She could have them back.

Only better. This time, there’d be no having to say good-bye to him. No carefully scheduled time.

No interruptions by Sarah.

Before, she’d been fine sharing him.

She’d also thought they’d have years together like that. She honestly hadn’t minded it before.

In the lonely expanse of time between that night she’d never get out of her brain and seeing him in her doorway the other day, she’d realized that if he ever did come back, sharing him wouldn’t be enough for her.

She wouldn’t share him again.

Not with Sarah, not with anyone.

If she wasn’t enough for him, that was his problem.

And now, she had him again.

But before she could finally put all that into words—ironic, since she was a writer—as they walked out to the car, he’d gently squeezed her hand when they were outside, making her turn to face him before he opened the car door for her.

“I’m sorry I pushed too hard, sweetheart.” He kissed her. “Please don’t let me do something stupid and run you off. I don’t want to lose you again.”

She reached up and palmed his freshly shaved cheek. Already, he was starting to look like hers again, even though it’d take a while for his beard and mustache to grow back.

“You’re not going to lose me,” she said. “We’ll figure this out.”



* * * *



Part of her wanted to talk to him. To catch up.

The rest of her—most of her—wanted to spend what time they had that weekend in bed with him.

Which was what they ended up doing. If they weren’t making love, they were twined together, naked, in bed, watching TV or talking.

Just…being there with him was a relief.

Except she hated keeping this secret from Terrie. And it still felt somewhat tentative in some ways. Like he was being wary, overly cautious.

She hadn’t even been able to talk him into giving her a spanking yet, something she’d longed for him to do.

“Does this mean we finally get matching tats?” she asked at one point late Sunday.

He glanced at his left shoulder, where she’d traced the place he’d talked about getting it before. “Eventually, yes. I need to budget it in. I have to be careful with my income. I’m doing okay, but she came out better than I did in the divorce. I need to make sure I build up my retirement account.”

She thought about the secret she was sitting on. A tattoo?

Hell, she could sneeze that in spare change out of the interest from the boom in a few hours of what the money was earning her.

“I thought you made more than she did, though.”

“I do. But I wasn’t going to cheat her out of what she inherited from her parents. We’d used some of that for the house and paying down the mortgage and for the investment properties and stuff. I wanted to be fair.”

This was one of the reasons she loved him. Some men would be vindictive, mean.

Suck it up, buttercup, or leave. They wouldn’t have done what he did.

He wasn’t like that. She’d never known him to be petty.

It was nice to see he still was, in many ways, the same man she’d fallen in love with.

 “How’d we get from there to here?” she asked.

“From where?”

“From a list of rules a mile long to right now.”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “You did have a lot of rules.”

“I had more rules than Sarah did.”

He chuckled. “You sure did. Couldn’t even take my shirt off, at first.”

“I warned you about my trust issues.”

“Yes, you did.”

She stroked his chest. “You were always so patient with me. Thank you for that.” She looked up at him. “Even when I blew up at you.”

“Why wouldn’t I be patient?”

“I was high-maintenance.”

He snorted. “Not really, it turns out. Not so much. Not by a long shot.”

Florida. I’ll tell him about the boom when we get to Florida.

Because she’d have to deal with Terrie and Mark first, and that was a confrontation she wasn’t looking forward to.


Chapter Nineteen



Paul wouldn’t let Lynn carry her bags out to the car Monday morning. She got them checked out and then they hit the road with her navigating their way down to Vermillion. She’d already exchanged texts with Justin and told him she was on the way.

She’d explain who Paul was when they got there.

“What are you going to tell Justin?” he asked.

“The truth.” She glanced over at him, still trying to process that he was here.

With her.

“And how are you going to explain me to Terrie and Mark?”

“You mean before I throw myself in front of you so they don’t kill you?” She smirked at his arched eyebrow. “I’m going to pray that being in a public place will keep their homicidal rage down to a manageable level.”

“I don’t blame them for hating me,” he said. “I wouldn’t blame Mark if he wanted to take a swing at me.”

“You’re lucky we all flew up here and Terrie has no access to firearms,” she only half joked.

“Yeah.”

“Hopefully they’ll have calmed down by the time we get back to Florida.”

“I think that’s very optimistic of you. I have a feeling they won’t be as charitable.”

“Well, it’s not their life. They love me. They should understand.”

“I suspect that love for you is exactly why they’ll be upset.” He reached over and patted her thigh. “If they want to yell at me, I don’t want you getting in the way. Let them.”

“I’m not going to have them doing that.”

“I want them to. It’ll make them feel better.”

“If she’s still speaking to me when she finds out what I hid from her,” Lynn said.

Justin looked curious when he opened the apartment door and saw Paul standing there behind Lynn.

After introducing them, and seeing a hint of recognition dawn on Justin’s face, she quickly explained in the briefest possible way.

He looked from her to Paul and back again. “Ohhh, I’m glad I’m driving ahead. I don’t want to be anywhere near Terrie when you tell her this. No offense.”

“None taken,” she said. “You’re the lucky one.”

“You sure you don’t want me to take him with me?”

“No. He stays with me.” She hooked an arm around Paul’s. “This has to happen sooner than later, and maybe it’s best it happens out of state. Are you all packed?”

“Yeah. I need to run by my roommate’s work and drop my key off when I leave, though. I really appreciate you doing this. I talked to Rachel already this morning. She’s apparently planning a big welcome dinner at her and Andrew’s place.”

“Glen and Wade are invited, I hope?”

It was adorable how the pink rose in Justin’s cheeks. “Yeah, that’s what she said.”

“Good for you.”

When Paul looked understandably curious, she waved off his questions. “I’ll fill you in later.”

After loading their bags into the truck cab and getting their rental loaded and secured on the car hauler, Justin gave Lynn a final hug before leaving, his car packed with clothes and things he’d need immediately upon his arrival in Florida.

Paul walked Lynn around to the passenger side of the truck. “Oh,” she said. “Have you ever driven one of these before?”

“Plenty of times. Including just a couple of months ago. I helped Sarah move out when I moved.”

“Oh,” she muttered. “Figures.”

It was like he read her mind. “Do we need to come up with a TMI code or something?”

“No. I asked. And of course you helped her move.”

“It was one of the few times she spoke to me after I filed for divorce.”

“I bet.”

“I wasn’t going to leave her there. If I had, she never would have moved. The house was being sold. I didn’t want to be held responsible by the realtors for violating the purchase contract by not getting out of there in time.”

“Oh. I didn’t think of that.”

“Exactly. I know that’s what she would have done.”

He helped her into the cab before walking around to the other side and climbing in. Before leaving Vermillion, they topped off the gas tank, Lynn once again reminded of her whopper of a secret as she swiped her credit card at the pump.

She called Terrie when they were on the road again. Terrie had sent her the address for a meeting place just off I-29 where they could have lunch together, the three of them.

Cough.

Lynn suspected her friends wouldn’t be quite so hungry when they pulled up and saw who was with her in the truck, but at least they’d be far enough out in the parking lot to hopefully avoid traumatizing any children from hearing the string of profanities that would no doubt spew unfettered from Terrie’s mouth when she saw Paul.

Using the Waze app, which Lynn had installed on her phone, she directed Paul to the meeting place. They were nearly thirty minutes early, even with a gas stop, so they parked on the far edge of the large lot surrounding the popular family restaurant, where tour busses and semi-trucks would park.

Lynn didn’t bother to text Terrie that they were there.

And fortunately, she’d used the bathroom at the gas stop, so if they needed to make a quick escape, they could.

Paul didn’t try to make small talk with her, either. They sat, the engine running and AC going to keep them cool while they held hands.

And waited.

Lynn’s stomach had tightened into a nearly painful knot by the time she spotted a pickup truck that pulled into the parking lot and drove around, approaching them. There was a piece of furniture secured in the bed.

Definitely Mark and Terrie.

When Paul shut off the truck’s engine and walked around to open Lynn’s door for her, she was pretty sure she could hear Terrie’s enraged shriek even from the other vehicle.

Although she might have been imagining that, but she wasn’t sure.

Mark barely had the truck pulled to a complete stop before Terrie came flying out of the passenger side and running over to them.

“What the fuck is he doing here? What are you doing here?” She seemed to be screaming at both of them, but Paul had given Lynn’s hand a gentle squeeze and positioned his body between them, shielding her from Terrie.

Lynn wasn’t sure if the heat shimmers in the air were from the hot sun bouncing off the parking lot or maybe they were coming from Terrie.

Mark shut the truck off and got out, rounding the front and looking every bit as angry as his wife.

“Terrie, please calm down,” Lynn said from behind Paul. “Just listen to me and—”

“I’m not listening to anything that worthless son of a bitch has to say!”

So much for her being okay with me contacting him after all.

Lynn had suspected the talk Terrie had given her in the hotel room in Clearwater had been more for Lynn’s benefit than the full-on truth of how Terrie felt about the situation.

“She called me on Thursday, Terrie,” Paul said. “She bought me a ticket and ordered me to—”

“You called him? When? I was with you almost every freaking minute of the damn day.”

“You were in the shower,” she admitted. “I called him and told him to be on the flight or to never contact me again.”

“So you bought him a fucking ticket?”

“I’m going to pay her back,” Paul said.

“She doesn’t need your money, asshole. You realize he’s only after your money, right? Awfully coincidental he just happens to show up right now, isn’t it?”

Lynn had never before in her life wanted to smack Terrie.

Right now, she really wanted to smack Terrie.

Paul turned, looking understandably confused. “What money? What is she talking about?”

“Don’t you dare give me that bullshit,” Terrie said, stepping forward, just to be hauled back by Mark. “You can’t tell me that—”

“I hadn’t told him about the boom yet. Congratulations, you just did.”

Terrie’s mouth snapped shut, her eyes widening in horror.

Lynn stepped around Paul. “That’s right. I didn’t tell him because you just told him.”

“Told me what? I still don’t understand what she’s talking about.”

Now Mark looked confused. “You really don’t know?”

Paul threw his hands up in frustration and turned back to Lynn, waiting for an explanation.

Glaring at Terrie for a long moment, Lynn finally took a deep breath. “I hit the Powerball a few weeks ago. Five hundred and sixty million dollars. My share dropped into my bank account Saturday morning.”

Now Paul’s eyes widened. “What?”

“And what motormouth here thinks is that you’re after my money. Except I know that’s not what was going on because I hadn’t told him yet.” Those last four words Lynn shot at Terrie, who now had both hands clamped over her mouth.

“I wanted to wait until we got back to Florida,” Lynn said to Paul. “Then I was going to tell you.” She turned back to Mark and Terrie. “I was hoping today would go a little more smoothly than this. You guys stay here, spend time with your family, and fly back later in the week. I’ll reimburse you for the tickets when we get home. Paul and I will drive the truck back. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Paul, but I knew you’d be upset. I wanted time alone with him to find out what, if anything, might happen. I’m sorry you don’t approve, but honestly? It’s my life. I love you guys, but I want to see if he and I can make it. I also wanted to try to get a head-start on that process before we got back to Florida and news broke about the ticket.”

She’d turned toward the truck when Terrie’s uncharacteristically tiny voice stopped her.

“Lynn?”

She stopped, finally turning back to face her. “Yeah?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I am, too.”

“I guess we’re even, huh?”

She finally walked back to Terrie and hugged her. “This isn’t a contest of secrets. There is no even or not even or points or score. I wasn’t thinking clearly the other day when I decided to do this.”

She glanced at Paul, who understandably looked like he’d taken a ball-tap. “I ordered him onto a plane, and he did it. If he hadn’t done it…I wouldn’t even be having this conversation with you at some point in the future. I wanted to know he meant it. I guess I wanted to test him. Meanwhile, he spent last week thinking Justin was my boyfriend and that he’d lost any chance he might have had with me.”

Terrie snorted. “But Justin’s gay.”

“Yeah, I know. We got that part sorted out.”

“And he’s Rachel’s little brother.”

“Again, I know. And now, so does Paul. That’s when I decided to fly him up here.”

“So the other day, the tornado siren at the park, you said ‘we.’”

“I was with Paul, yes. I lied to you. I’m sorry.”

Terrie tipped her head to look up at her husband. Mark was glaring at Paul again, but now Lynn felt reasonably sure he wasn’t going to take a swing at Paul.

She hoped.

“What do you think?” Terrie asked him.

“I think this is twenty kinds of fucked up. I told you you should have told her when you found out about him getting divorced.”

“Did anyone else know?” Lynn asked.

“I swore Rachel to secrecy. I told her the night that she went with us to the munch that I saw he’d filed, but other than Mark, she’s the only one. I know she didn’t tell anyone.”

“She’s the only other one?”

“Not unless Paul told someone.”

Lynn looked at him. Paul shook his head. “Well, I take that back. I talked to Tim on Facebook just before I made contact with you. But he said he hadn’t seen you in a little while.”

“So now what happens?” Terrie asked.

“Now, you and Mark enjoy your time here,” Lynn said. “Let me know when you get back to Florida. He took the week off from work. Don’t waste it.”

“Are we okay?”

She hugged Terrie. “Of course we’re okay. I love you. I know you wanted to protect me, and I know you’re angry at Paul, but please trust me. I’m an adult, and I love him. I’m not going to stand here all day and make him justify himself to you guys. It should be enough that I feel I don’t need to run it past you first. Believe me, I’m not simply clinging to him out of desperation.”

Or was she?

Then again, it almost felt like a wall had now slipped into place in Paul’s expression.

Maybe that was just her imagination.

After Paul and Mark transferred the dresser to the moving truck and secured it, Terrie and Mark left shortly after, pulling around the building to park and eat while Lynn and Paul got back into the moving truck.

Paul still helped her up into the cab.

It was only after he had the engine running, the AC going, and had sat there silently for a moment that he finally spoke again.

“So all this time…you were sitting on that secret?”

“Yeah.” She stared at her hands. “Sorry.”

He took a deep breath. “Anything else I need to know?”

“No. That’s it. One big boom.”

“Why do you call it that?”

“Just a code word. So we could talk about it and not worry about someone hearing us.”

“No one else knows about it?”

“Ed, and Derrick and Marcia because they’re our CPA firm. And now you. I forced Terrie and Mark to take a share of it, even though they didn’t want to. Eventually it’ll get out in the press, but we’re hoping it takes a little while.”

He stared out the windshield for a moment. “I’ll sign whatever Ed puts in front of me to protect you,” he said, finally looking at her again. “Whatever needs to happen. I’ll sign any prenup he puts in front of me.”

“I don’t need a prenup from you. I trust you.”

“You might trust me, but I want you fully protected.”

“Why do I need to be protected from you if you have no plans to leave?”

“Because…what if something happens in the future? I’ve got a sister and a brother. What if they try to sue you for a share of it or something?”

“Or Sarah?”

“She can’t sue for it. We’re divorced, and you’ve got adequate proof that you and I weren’t in contact until after you won. So she can’t try to claim we were partners in it or something.”

“But I don’t want to make you sign a piece of paper to prove I can trust you.”

“You ordered me onto an airplane, sweetie. Which I’m totally fine with, by the way. You aren’t making me sign a piece of paper. I’m telling you I will be signing a prenup. That’s your money.”

“This is silly.”

“This isn’t silly, Lynn. This is serious. Do you realize people have been killed over less than that much money?”

“I don’t have the whole thing. I split it with Mark and Terrie, and there were taxes and stuff.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “You know what I mean. I bet you don’t even have a security alarm yet, do you?”

“No,” she mumbled.

He scrubbed at his face with his hands before taking a deep breath. He reached over and took her hand in his. “I love you. I loved you before this, and I still love you. But do you trust me?”

She nodded.

“Do you trust me enough to submit to me?”

“Of course I do.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t be sitting here with you if I didn’t.”

“Then consider this an order. When we get back to Florida, first thing the next business day, you will call Ed and ask him to draw up a prenup he feels will protect you. I will sign it, without question. Period. Understand me?”

She swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “Good girl.” Then he let out an amused snort.

“What?”

“When we were discussing the tattoo, and I said I needed to save up for it, you got a weird look on your face. Like you were trying not to laugh.”

She felt heat fill her face. “Yeah.”

“Because you were sitting on this?”

She nodded.

He pulled her in for a hug. “Pet, I love you so damn much. Now I really feel like I’m dreaming.”

“We can buy a house, any house we want, and—”

“No.” He stared down into her eyes. “We’re not going to do anything like that. We’re going to focus on us. We’re going to rebuild us. I’m assuming you still own your condo. I’m renting an apartment. Before my lease is due, we’ll figure out where we’re living. Probably your condo because I can help pay expenses, and—”

“Why would you pay expenses?”

He arched the eyebrow at her again. “Because I’m not a mooch.”

“If we’re together, it doesn’t matter. I’ve got it all set up and—”

He gently laid a finger over her lips, stopping her. “Do you trust me, pet?”

She nodded.

“When I say I’m paying my share, I mean it. Understand?”

She nodded.

“Good girl. Now put your seatbelt on. We’ll go grab subs from that place I saw near the gas station and eat in the truck.”

She snickered. It’d been an old joke between them.

One she’d missed more than she realized.

“What?”

“I’m assuming you meant sandwiches?”

He smiled. “Sub sandwiches, yes.” He leaned over for another kiss. “I promised you no other subs but you, and I meant it. I should have clarified of the human kind. I love you, but I don’t think you can give me a rational reason to force me to give up my turkey and Swiss on whole wheat.”



* * * *



Paul managed to keep up his end of the conversation despite his shock.

If it was a dream, he hoped he died before the end of it so he could die happy.

No, it wasn’t his money. But at least Lynn wouldn’t have to stress every month now, would be able to relax and write the books she wanted to write instead of the ones she thought she had to write.

She could take it easy.

He would still be working. He refused to mooch off her. Yes, he wanted to marry her.

Ironically, that would take a little longer now until he was sure she was sure. He didn’t want her having any doubts about his loyalties to her.

And he, too, cursed Terrie for blabbing. It should have been Lynn’s news to tell, in her time and her way.

He didn’t blame Lynn for keeping it a secret, either.

Unfortunately, it meant he’d need to take things even more slowly with Lynn to avoid any future problems.

He’d take forever, if he had to, to be sure he’d fully regained her trust.



* * * *



Late Wednesday afternoon, Justin was standing outside Rachel’s condo with Wade and Glen when they pulled into the parking lot. Justin waved, a smile on his face as he walked over to greet them. She’d texted him their ETA when they were five minutes out.

Then Terrie and Mark walked out, their faces neutral. Rachel and Andrew, at least, were trying to force smiles.

“Oh, boy,” Paul muttered. “I’ve got this. Let me handle it.”

“You sure?” The trip back to Florida had done a lot to help her. They’d been forced to talk, unable to do anything else. She was willing to trust him and give this a shot, even if her friends would probably think she was completely batshit cray-cray for even thinking about it.

She couldn’t not try. Hell, she’d manifested a winning lottery ticket, and her guy was back.

If she could create world peace, it’d be a perfect hat trick of mystical writing abilities.

They’d taken their time and stopped Monday and Tuesday nights, making love and sleeping late, avoiding rush-hour traffic.

And talking.

A lot of talking.

She’d also texted Terrie to keep her posted about their progress.

And Sarah had texted Paul several times, each text left unanswered by him.

Each request for him to talk to her seeming more strident and demanding.

“I’m sure, pet.” He offered her a smile. “I have enough time before next Monday for the bruises to heal if someone punches me.”

“Terrific.”

He helped her out of the cab as Terrie led the way over.

“Hey,” Paul said. “Do we need to talk, or are we okay?”

Terrie didn’t look happy, so her next words shocked Lynn. “Lynn’s an adult. I trust her. If she thinks you won’t fuck her over again, then I’m going to have to trust her. I’m not happy about this, but I won’t fight it. I love her, and she’s my friend.” She poked him in the chest. “You used to be my friend, too.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. At some point, when the four of us can sit down alone, and relax, I’ll tell you as much as I can.”

“You’re not going back to her, are you?”

“No. That will not happen.”

Terrie finally held her hand out to him to shake. Lynn wanted to cry happy tears because, honestly, that was far more than she’d expected this soon.

Lynn stepped forward to hug her while Mark shook with Paul. “So what changed your mind?”

She hooked a thumb at her husband. “The big guy. He said he was shocked to see you Monday.”

“Shocked how?”

Mark spoke up. “It was the first time in two damn years you didn’t tear my heart out, lookin’ atcha. You actually looked like you were living again.”

“I seriously suggest not screwing this up,” Andrew said as he shook with Paul.

Lynn’s gaze locked with Paul’s. “Oh, believe me. I won’t,” he said.

“So why didn’t you stay up in Nebraska for a few more days?” Lynn asked Terrie.

“Because I wanted to be here when you got here. Mark’s taking a couple of weeks off next month so we can all spend time together as a family, and have the girls with us, too. Barry and his wife had to go back to work anyway.”

“You still going to be my PA?” Lynn teased.

“Of course. Someone has to ride your butt to get your edits in on time.” Then she smiled. Finally.

They hugged again. “I love you,” Lynn told her. “You know that.”

“I know, sweetie. This has just been so damn hard on us, watching what you went through.”

“It’ll be good now. I promise.”

“I hope so, for your sake.”


Chapter Twenty



After unloading the rental car from the car hauler, and helping them unload the truck’s contents into the condo, Paul put their bags into the rental car and then drove them to Lynn’s. They stopped on the way to get Chinese takeout for dinner, and when Lynn unlocked the front door, Vinnie nearly tackled her.

Until she spotted Paul.

Then she was all over him, meowing and rubbing on him and refusing to get out of his way. He finally had to pick her up and hold her, love up on her, before he could get any farther inside than the entryway.

“Hey, sweetie kitty. Missed you.”

The cat loudly purred, head-butting his chin as he scratched the top of her head.

Lynn didn’t realize she was crying until Paul looked at her and frowned. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, wiping at her eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t realize how hard that would hit me. I guess she missed you even more than I thought she did.”

He pulled Lynn in for a kiss, and Vinnie reached out, pawing at her hand, trying to get a head scratch from her, too.

He finally set the cat down. “Let’s eat, take a shower, and then cuddle.”

“If she’ll let us.”

Now Vinnie was meowing again, weaving herself around their legs, back and forth.

“I missed her.”

“Why don’t you just move in here now?” Lynn said. “We’ve got a couple of days before you have to go back to work, and—”

He silenced her with a kiss. “What’d I say?”

She tried not to huff. “I have to call Ed in the morning. First thing.”

“Right. One step at a time. I won’t rush this. We can spend the nights together, sure. But I need to be sure you’re okay before we take it farther than that.”



* * * *



During the unloading process, a blanket of thick tension had lain over the group. It finally eased by the time Paul and the others finished unloading the truck. Before he and Lynn had left, he’d sensed a gradual turning of the tide in his favor.

But he wouldn’t rush things. Not just because of Lynn but because of everyone else, too. He’d once considered Terrie and Mark his closest friends, and he hadn’t spoken to them…since. He hadn’t even tried reaching out because Sarah had wanted him to cut ties to them, too.

He hadn’t blocked them on Facebook, though.

Although the one time he’d cruised through their profiles not long after having to say good-bye to Lynn, he’d seen her in one of their pictures, at a barbecue, in the background.

She’d looked horrible, agonized.

Feeling guilty as hell, he’d never looked at their profiles again, not wanting to see the proof of what he’d done. Admitted cowardice, yes.

If Lynn felt confident about their relationship, he knew Terrie and Mark would come around, too. But the money complicated things. The boom.

He almost wished she hadn’t won it.

Now he had to be especially careful.

Sitting on the couch with Lynn—eating, the TV on, Vinnie trying to walk across their laps and steal their food—it felt like no time had passed. At all.

In a way, that scared him.

It hammered home even harder how wrongly he’d chosen.

At the beginning of their relationship, even though Lynn was a switch and he wasn’t, there’d been some emotional tug-of-wars between them. Head-butting of two strong, Dominant personalities, until the night a playful scene had turned into a wrestling match, which had turned into a hard primal scene that left them both drained and left Lynn a puddle of goo in his lap on her bedroom floor.

After a lot of talking, he’d finally discovered that switch inside her. That she wanted him to take charge, take command, and take her in hand. That sometimes she found herself pushing against him as if she couldn’t control it. Rebelling.

To see if he’d push back.

He got it. Once knowing that, it’d allowed him to set a new rule in their relationship, the Sir and pet dynamic that had felt easy and seamless once it was in place. While together, she had permission to top others, if she wanted, as long as she told him about it, but she’d rarely done it. And never when he wasn’t around.

As if she wanted his approval and wanted him to watch over her while she did. He got that, too. She submitted only to him, bottomed only to him.

That was a point of pride, to him.

Lynn at her best was a wild, untamed thing, in many ways. She could be a sadistic top, a heavy player.

As his submissive, she could take everything he dished out and beg for more, and he was not one to hold back.

While in Sioux Falls and on the road, it’d been easy for him to not think about the time that had passed and focus on the now with her. Being tossed back into the familiar as if no time had passed only emphasized to him that this was the right choice for him.

And how grateful he was to have a second chance with her.



* * * *



Exhausted from the drive and helping unload, Lynn was more than happy to share a shower with Paul before they collapsed into her bed to snuggle.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” he said as a yawn escaped him. “I think I’m worn out.”

“That’s okay, Sir. So am I.”

He nuzzled the side of her head. “Thank you, pet.”

“For what?”

“This. Another chance. I won’t fuck it up. I promise.”

She’d cried too much already over the past several days. She didn’t want to cry anymore. “Love you, Sir.”

“Love you, too, pet.”

It felt good snuggling next to him, able to close her eyes and not keep track of the time, not have to worry about waking him up to leave so he wasn’t too late getting home.

Knowing he would be there the next morning, and every morning after.

Thursday morning, when she awakened, he was still asleep.

Vinnie lay sprawled across her chest, staring at her.

Carefully, so as not to wake him up, she grabbed Vinnie and eased herself out of bed, carrying the cat to the bathroom with her. Lynn set Vinnie on the floor before going to use the toilet. As she washed her hands, Vinnie jumped up onto the counter and started trying to play with the water stream.

“Stop it,” Lynn whispered. She dried her hands and carried the cat out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her.

As she went to make the coffee, pulling two mugs out of the cabinet—including the one he’d always used before—she felt an eerie sense of déjà vu settling in.

Was this…too easy?

A winning lottery ticket and the man she loved.

When did the other shoe drop?

It was only seven thirty, so too early to call Ed yet. That would be first on her list.

No way in hell would she disobey Paul. It didn’t matter that she didn’t feel a prenup was necessary.

She was going to go hook up her laptop and get it started when she stopped by the counter where both their cell phones lay plugged in and charging.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she flipped his over and hit the power button to wake it up.

Two new text messages from Sarah, although she couldn’t read them because of the way the alert was formatted.

Setting it facedown on the counter again, Lynn forced herself to stay calm.

I can ask him to block her.

Why hasn’t he blocked her yet?

No, petty was the last thing she wanted to be.

Yet there was part of her who wanted blood.

Their dynamic had been perfect before. They could have easily gone years like that had Sarah not blown up.

It didn’t matter what excuses Sarah gave for her “omissions.” Lynn felt lied to. She’d had conversations with Sarah, over the phone as well as face-to-face.

At no time before everything had blown up had Sarah given her any indication she was anything but fine with the play and poly arrangement Lynn and Paul had. Sarah had been the one to offer that they could be poly with each other if they wanted!

Up until Sarah’s mental breakdown, neither Lynn nor Paul had thought anything was wrong with the situation. The only one convinced their marriage was in trouble had been Sarah. Even their friends all knew Paul loved Sarah.

Lynn never would have laid herself bare to Paul had she known the depth of Sarah’s issues. Never would have gotten involved with him as anything more than a friend.

Mind reading wasn’t one of Lynn’s talents.

Then again, I never would have fallen in love with him if we hadn’t.

The blessing and the curse of their situation. She never would have known the depths of love she had with Paul, but she wouldn’t have gotten scorched in the process, either.

She forced herself to go to her office and hook up her laptop. Paul wasn’t going in to work today anyway, so she’d spend the time with him.

Not like she had to worry about taking a day off here and there now.



* * * *



Once the coffee finished brewing, she made her mug the way she liked then hesitated.

As far as she knew, Paul still took his the same way.

How many times had she fixed him morning coffee?

Plenty of times.

But usually, it was just a quick little while together, sometimes breakfast, on a Sunday morning. Then he’d have to go home.

To be home before Sarah got home from church.

Not anymore.

She wanted to move him into her place that day. No more nights apart, no more lonely mornings.

No more good-byes, except for when he had to go to work.

She’d had one good-bye long enough to last the rest of her life, thank you very much.

When Lynn opened the bedroom door to take the coffee in to him, she’d had her hands full with both mugs and trying not to spill either one. Distracted and unable to stop the cat, Vinnie streaked in past Lynn and launched herself onto the bed, landing squarely on Paul’s midsection and waking him up.

“Oof!”

“Crap. Sorry, Sir.” She set both mugs on the side table as Paul lifted the cat off his balls and handed her to Lynn.

“That wasn’t exactly the wakeup I was expecting.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “What time is it?”

“Not quite eight yet. I don’t think Ed’s office opens until nine.”

He offered her a sleepy smile. “Good girl.”

Her heart twisted in the good way, a blush filling her cheeks. “Thank you, Sir.”

He held an arm out to her. She set Vinnie down on the end of the bed and curled up next to him, her head in his lap.

Stroking her hair, he said, “I think we have a lot to talk about still, don’t we?”

“Not really. I don’t want to think about the past.” She hooked one arm around his waist.

“I didn’t mean the past. I meant the future.”

“Please move in here. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

“You’ve never had to live with me full-time.”

“I’ve wanted to.”

He twined her hair around his fingers. “Why don’t we try this the safe way? I’m not going to give up my apartment yet. If it gets too much for you, you can always ask me to go home.”

“I won’t do that.”

He made her sit up and look him in the eyes. “Pet, you don’t know that,” he gently said. “You might get burned out having me around twenty-four-seven.”

“I won’t.”

He gently caressed her cheek. “Let’s take it one day at a time. All right?”

“Don’t you want to live with me?”

“Of course I do. I also don’t want to fuck us up. If it means we take it slow to guarantee it’s for life, I’m fine with that.”

“You said you wouldn’t leave unless I made you.”

“Exactly.” He cradled her face in his hands. “We did a lot of vanilla stuff together. But we never lived together. I think the longest time we had together at any one stretch was a little over a week that time she went to a medical conference in California with people from work.”

“And we were fine then.”

“And that was four years ago.”

She sat back, scowling. “Why does it feel like you’re trying to back out?”

“I’m not. I swear I’m not.”



* * * *



Paul desperately searched for a way to explain it. “When I showed up here that Sunday afternoon, I had no clue what was going to happen. My best-case was that you’d forgive me, say we could still be friends, and maybe work toward something. I thought you had moved on, and it scared and depressed the shit out of me.”

“But didn’t you see my collar?”

“I did, but from the way you and Terrie talked, I misunderstood. I spent the next several days trying to figure out what to do with my life. Then you called me.”

He caught her hands, kissed them, and pressed them against his chest. “No way in hell was I not going to be on that plane. Even if it had cost me my job.”

She frowned again. “I didn’t want to cost you your job.”

“I know, sweetie. But that’s how much having another chance with you meant to me. I can always find another job. I can’t find another you.”

He stared into her eyes. Sweet, blue, no redness in them today.

He hadn’t made her cry yet today and hoped he wouldn’t, unless it was tears during a scene.

“That’s why I want the prenup. That’s why I want to be careful. I want you to set the pace.”

“Then move in.”

He smiled. “Impatient pet.”

“Damn right I am. You haven’t been alone all this time. I have.”

“I know. But I want you to have the power to send me home if you need alone time. I know you need that for your writing.”

“I don’t have to write again if I don’t want to.”

He cocked his head at her. “Pet. You are a writer. That’s one of the things I always loved about you, how creative you are. I know you don’t have to write for a living anymore, but I also know it’s part of you. Just like being a Dominant is part of me. You would be miserable if you never wrote again.”

She didn’t reply to that. He knew she didn’t have a reply because he was speaking the absolute truth.

Pulling her into his arms, he kissed the top of her head. “So here’s what I want to do today. You need to talk to Ed. We need to drop the rental car off, and I need to go pick up my car in Clearwater.”

“Oh!” She lifted her head to look at him. “Why didn’t you say that when we were driving back?”

He smiled. “Honestly? I forgot.”

“We can go get it. I’ll take you.”

“Don’t you have stuff to do today, though? I thought Terrie said you had things you needed to handle. I can pay an Uber or something.”

“No.” She laid a hand on his chest. “I’ll call the rental company. They’ve got an office up there. You could drive the rental and turn it in up there and get your car.”

“Okay. I can do that. Meanwhile, you deal with Ed.”

“Then what?”

“Then I’ll come back here this evening and you and I are going out to dinner on a date. And I’m paying.”

“Yes, Sir. Where?”

“Doesn’t matter. Dress nice, though.” He knew where he wanted to take her. He couldn’t remember if they were open tonight or not. He’d call them as soon as he was alone and see.

She’d always loved the sight of him in a suit.

He hoped he still had a suit that fit him.

This time around, he wouldn’t take any chances. He’d give her one hundred percent because it was all hers. He didn’t have to weigh everything he did anymore between Sarah and Lynn.

Lynn deserved to have all of him. She’d suffered enough.

He wanted to make sure she spent the rest of their lives together not doubting her choice to give him another chance.


Chapter Twenty-One



After a sexy shower together that ended up with Paul going down on her and getting her off before he turned her around and fucked her from behind, she made them breakfast.

She’d really hoped to coax him into spanking her, but he’d resisted that, telling her maybe later that night, when there wasn’t any rush.

That he wanted her to get her to-do list done, because her anticipation would make things that much better. He also reminded her that when she was preoccupied by things she needed to get done, she never enjoyed a spanking anyway.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t argue with his logic. He still knew her pretty well.

Even about a little fact that she’d never expected him to remember.

I should have known better. Of course he’d remember.

Old, familiar fears trickled through her veins as she watched him pick up his cell phone, glance at it, and set it down again.

“She texted me.”

“I know. I looked earlier.”

“Did you read them?”

“No. I wanted to wait for you.”

Frowning, and seeming reluctant, he picked the phone up and unlocked it, swiping through to the texts.

She heard his disappointed sigh as he read them. After a moment, he passed it to her.

I’m not going to let you ignore me.

You owe me a response.

This game isn’t funny anymore.

She handed the phone back to him. “What are you going to tell her?”

“Nothing.” He deleted the texts and set the phone down on the counter. “I don’t owe her any explanation. The only thing I need to have contact with her about is our income taxes next year. I plan on handling that through Ed and Derrick.”

“You could block her.”

“Is that a request?”

She forced herself not to demand it. She did trust Paul.

If she didn’t trust him, she had no business being with him.

“No,” she softly said.

He walked over to her and slipped his arms around her. “If you tell me to block her, I will.”

“I don’t want to be that woman, though. I’m bigger than that. I’m damn sure more mature than that.”

Than her.

He didn’t reply.

A frustrated sigh escaped her. “Don’t block her. Yet. Maybe she’ll settle down.”

“Are you sure?”

“Do me a favor, please? When I say something, don’t question me on it. Okay? I’m not going to play games with you like she did.”

She heard the venom in her tone and clamped her mouth shut against anything else she might want to say.

There was a whole hell of a lot of things she wanted to say.

“And this, pet, is why I’m not moving in today. Not because I don’t want to but because I know that you rightfully have a lot of emotions to work through.”

“How can you stay so fucking calm?”

“It’s a survival tactic,” he admitted. “Because staying calm might not make things worse. Might not make them better, but losing my temper damn sure makes them worse.”



* * * *



An hour later, Paul had stopped by his apartment to drop his stuff off and had checked his mailbox, started a load of laundry, and headed north on his way to Clearwater in the rental car. Before he’d left Lynn’s, she’d called Ed and would be going to his office at noon to go over the paperwork.

On his way back, Paul could stop in and sign it.

He was making good time up I-75, the radio nothing but background noise when his phone rang. He almost didn’t answer it until he saw it was his brother, Jim.

Frowning, he took the call. “Hey. What’s up?”

“I was going to ask you that.”

“Why?”

“Because Sarah’s been blowing up my phone today with texts wanting to know what’s going on with you.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“I finally texted her back I didn’t know, I hadn’t talked to you in several weeks, and to leave me the hell alone. Then I had to block her number. Dude, what the hell?”

“It’s…complicated.”

“Well deal with her, please? If she does that shit to Elaine, it’s going to be World War III.”

“I know.” Sarah hadn’t gotten along with his brother or sister. Most of the time he’d spent seeing them in the past couple of years had been alone. She’d always come up with excuses why she couldn’t be around them, from that she imagined they hated her to that they were obnoxious.

With hindsight, Paul realized that Sarah had done that with a lot of people who’d been his friends for years, people he’d known before her.

The pattern became clearer. The isolation.

A form of abuse.

“So what the hell is so complicated?” Jim asked.

He hadn’t really talked about the circumstances of their divorce to his two siblings. As far as he knew, Sarah hadn’t talked to anyone about Lynn and the situation. From Sarah’s end of things to her coworkers, church friends, and distant relatives, he was probably being portrayed as a horrible husband who didn’t support his wife in her time of need.

If she’d even told them they were divorced. Based on the blowup over the Facebook account, there was a good likelihood she hadn’t even told a lot of people about it yet.

“I’m in a relationship with someone, and she doesn’t know about it yet. I took time off this week from work, and when I refused to tell her why, she went a little nuts.”

“She did get the memo you’re divorced, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Dude, you can’t be friends with your ex. Trust me on this one. I have four of them. Thankfully, no kids with them. You try to be friends with them it’ll give you nothing but a headache. Tell her to fuck off.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Yeah? Well, if she remembers my work number and tries calling me here and bugging me, I’m going to tell her for you. So you handle it, or I will.”

Jim hung up on him.

Shit.

That was the last thing he needed, a supernova rage fest from Sarah over Jim. That Sarah had contacted him in the first place spoke to the level of desperation she was feeling and the lengths she was willing to go to try to wrangle him back into line.

He waited until he’d returned the car and gotten a ride to the long-term parking lot to pick his car up before checking his phone again.

A text from Lynn, that she’d been by Ed’s.

Three texts from Sarah.

Before he could think about it, he replied to Sarah.

If you don’t stop texting me, I will block your number. And do not contact Jim or Elaine.

He waited for a minute, to see if she replied.

She didn’t.

Although it was weird that she was going crazy with the texts. She worked Monday through Thursday and had Fridays off because the office was closed. She should be working and not able to text.

Not my problem.

He called Lynn.

“Ed’s got the paperwork ready, Sir. He said you can stop by and sign it any time today.”

“Okay, good.” He decided to get it over with. “Apparently Sarah called my brother. And she texted me again. I texted her and told her if she didn’t stop it, I would block her.”

A tense moment of silence from her before she spoke. “I don’t want to know what she said. Just delete them.”

“Good girl. After I go by Ed’s office, I’ll run home and finish my laundry, and then I’ll be back at your place at six. Be ready to go.”

“Do you have a preference of what I wear?”

“Something nice. Do you still have that blue dress I loved?” She didn’t answer at first. “Pet?”

“Yes, Sir,” she said, barely loud enough to be heard. “But it doesn’t fit me anymore. It’s too big.”

Dammit. He rubbed at his forehead. “I’m sorry, pet. Wear something dressy, please. And paint your toenails blue. That deep blue I love.” That was something she’d always done before and had been part of their rituals when they couldn’t be together. She’d always asked him what color to paint them.

That slammed home in his brain that her toenails currently weren’t painted. Something unheard of a couple of years earlier.

Her tone lightened immediately. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl. I’ll see you at six.”

He hung up, halfway tempted to block Sarah right then.

No, let me talk to Ed first.

If he blocked Sarah now, when she was apparently ramping up, it might trigger her to do something more outlandish. He’d rather calmly respond instead of emotionally reacting and setting off a chain reaction.

Ed’s.

First, he called the restaurant and found, yes, they were open and he didn’t need a reservation for that night.

One thing handled.

The drive back to Sarasota was easy, and when he walked into Ed’s office, the man offered Paul a guarded smile before closing the door behind him for privacy.

“I guess you didn’t tell Lynn during the lottery stuff that you handled my divorce, huh?”

“No. Even had she asked, I wouldn’t have commented. I can’t do that. Attorney-client privilege. Just like I couldn’t have told you about the lottery winnings if you two weren’t an item now, and I didn’t have her explicit permission to do so.”

“You didn’t tell me how bad of shape she was in. I wish you had.”

Ed was used to schooling his expression in a courtroom and in front of opposing counsel, so it came as no surprise to Paul when he did it right there. “Attorney-client priv—”

“You could have given me a hint when I came in last year and asked you about what I’d have to do to file for divorce.”

“And what would you have done, huh? You were letting Sarah lead you around by the fucking balls up until that point, even though we all saw what she was doing. I didn’t even know if you were going to go through with it. Frankly, I’m shocked you still possess a set of balls after Terrie finished with you. And I mean that literally, not metaphorically. You have not been her favorite person for the past two years.”

Heat filled his cheeks. “I know,” he softly said.

Ed put a sheet of paper in front of him. “Here. Read it.”

Paul reached for the pen. “I don’t need to read it.”

“Yeah, you do. I insist, as your attorney. And, since I’m her attorney and your attorney, one of you should get a new attorney to handle stuff like this.”

He glanced through it. It basically said that any assets, especially lottery winnings, brought to the relationship were the sole property of the person they’d belonged to. And that he gave up any and all claim to any monetary earnings or lottery winnings or property that Lynn had before he returned. That if they did get married, this prenup would supersede any and all other provisions regarding separation of property in the event of a divorce, and he waived any and all claims to any portion of her assets, and no assigns or heirs or other claimants on his behalf had any right to any portion of her assets now or in the future. That only if she died and they were married would he inherit any of it, as long as he wasn’t criminally negligent or responsible for her demise.

He signed it.

“Did you really read it?”

“Yep. I get nothing.”

“That’s a whole lot of nothing.”

Paul met Ed’s gaze. “You saw what I put her through. I can’t take that back, but I refuse to take anything that’s hers. My hope is I get to spend the rest of my life with her.”

“I admit this morning was the happiest I’ve seen her in two fricking years. She wasn’t even that happy when I drew up the stuff for the lottery winnings. Don’t fuck it up.”

“Believe me, I have no intentions of fucking it up. And while we’re on the subject, Sarah.”

“What about her?”

Paul filled him on the latest in while Ed sat back in his chair and listened.

“Restraining order,” Ed said. “I can get one filed, but because there’s no physical threat being made, they might not grant it. If they don’t grant it, it might just make her go nuttier. Might be better to hold off for a little while. Meantime, keep records of when she calls and texts, and when you told her to stop. Screenshot stuff.”

“I already deleted her texts.”

“Cell phone records, then. If you want, I can give her attorney a courtesy call to let her know about this.”

“But that might set Sarah off, too.”

“Possibly.”

The woman who’d represented Sarah had been prepared to go to war until she realized Paul was willing to give Sarah the bulk of their assets. He’d only wanted his retirement account and his share of the equity in the home, as well as a small portion of what he’d contributed to buying their investment properties.

Upon learning that Paul wanted to be completely reasonable and generous, the woman had changed her combative approach, prodding Sarah to complete the process as quickly as possible before he changed his mind.

“No, let’s see what happens.”

Ed shrugged. “Your call.”

When Paul finished there, it was after two. He headed home to put his laundry in the dryer and clean out his fridge, among other chores.

In his closet, he found the three suits he owned. He didn’t need suits for work. Jeans or khakis and button-up shirts, business casual.

The first one he tried on, he realized the pants didn’t fit, a little too tight around the middle.

Great.

He had the opposite problem Lynn had.

The second suit didn’t fit much better. The third, a black pinstripe he’d bought when he was only about ten pounds lighter than he was then still fit comfortably. His wedding-funeral suit.

He knew she would like it, though.

That meant he had to dig out and shine his black loafers.

He packed an overnight bag once his laundry was done, shaved, and took his shower. He was ready to leave in time to make it to Lynn’s exactly when he’d told her he’d be there.

As he locked the door behind him, he wondered how long it’d be until he could be sure Lynn was thinking straight and not just wanting him back because of her pain.

And when he’d quit second-guessing every single damn decision in his freaking life since epically failing with Sarah.


Chapter Twenty-Two



“So if you’re not sure, what do you do now?” Rachel asked Lynn. “You’re not going to just walk away from Paul after everything that’s happened, even though he came back to you, are you?”

Lynn stared out the back window into Rachel and Andrew’s backyard. They actually had a yard, unlike her, who had a big privacy fence three feet away from her kitchen window demarcating the end of her condo complex’s property from the one just beyond it.

Nothing special.

She’d dropped by to talk to her, knowing Rachel had taken the day off to help Justin get settled in the condo. She’d talked to Terrie on the phone earlier, and her friend was back to a “roast his balls and make him suffer” opinion for now.

She didn’t blame Terrie, but Terrie wasn’t exactly the most objective sounding board at that moment.

Lynn fingered her collar. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” she quietly admitted. “Am I doing the right thing? Am I making a mistake? Should I wait? Should I have told him to go to hell?”

Although that last option didn’t feel right at all.

But Ed had sat her down for a serious talk while she was there earlier. To be careful and guard herself. That she had a lot of money, and while it seemed Paul didn’t want her for that, she needed to protect herself from everyone.

Even from Paul.

That Ed had seen bad things happen between good people. Not that he thought Paul was a bad person but that she needed to keep her head on her shoulders. Not sign stuff over to him. Keep the trust intact the way it had been drawn up, and if the two of them got married, they’d redo the prenup to specifically address how he’d access money from the trust.

Rachel and Andrew now knew about the boom. Lynn had broken down and told them about it when they tried to get her to take a check from them to help reimburse her for Justin’s moving expenses. They were sworn to secrecy, though, and she trusted them not to say anything.

“Isn’t this exactly what you wanted?” Rachel gently asked.

“How do I know he won’t hurt me again? Turn around and go back to Sarah if she threatens to kill herself?”

“You don’t. But do you keep hurting yourself after how long you were hurting because of what he did?”

She finally turned to face Rachel. “If this was one of my books, I’d know exactly what to do. Maybe not exactly. I’d have a couple of possibilities and then pick one.”

“Then do that.”

“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what the right call is.”

“Do you believe him?”

Lynn nodded.

“It’s obvious you still love him.”

Lynn nodded again.

“I am not exactly an expert in interpersonal relationships,” Rachel said. “You get that, right? I spent my adult life until I met Andrew running from emotional entanglements so I didn’t have to deal with painful shit. If you’re looking for me to offer up sage wisdom, you’re looking at the wrong gal.”

“What do you think I should do?”

“Oh, no, girlfriend.” Rachel walked over and put her hands on Lynn’s shoulders. “Don’t ask me that. Because I’m not you. I was sort of on Terrie’s ‘roast his balls’ team there for most of this.”

“She’s going to be mad at me if I take him back and do this, isn’t she?”

“I really don’t think so, but you’d need to talk to her about that. Besides, I think it’s pretty obvious you’ve kind of already passed the ‘taking him back’ stage.”

“I’m scared to ask her honest opinion.”

“She’s your best friend.”

“I don’t want to let her down. And I’m not sure she can be objective about this.”

“I know she can’t be objective about this. Is that why you’re here talking to me and not her?”

Lynn nodded.

Rachel gently shook her. “Stop it. Put Lynn first. Quit thinking about everything and everybody else. What does Lynn want to do?”

“I love him, and I missed him,” she whispered. “It hurt so bad. But I kind of got used to living with the pain. My new normal. If I lose him again, I couldn’t handle it.”

“If you take him back, maybe the pain will finally go away.” She studied Lynn for a moment. “Are you worried it’s about the money?”

“No, because he didn’t even know about it when he came back. And when he found out about it, he volunteered to sign a prenup.”

“Then I don’t know what to tell you, sweetie.”

“How do I know I’m not just thinking with my clit instead of my brain? Or loneliness?”

Or not thinking at all?

Emotional paralysis had set in. Obviously, she couldn’t spend the rest of her life in a nebulous, push-pull, fear-based relationship with Paul. No matter what he’d said, the promises he’d made, that was not fair to him.

Could she really trust him?

Could she let go of the pain?

Could she finally get her mental shit together?

Her eyes widened.

“What just hit your brain?” Rachel asked.

Lynn stared at her. “He said prenup. He did!” She grabbed Rachel and hugged her, hard. “He said prenup!”

“Did he propose?”

“No, but…Why would he order me to get a prenup if he wasn’t serious?”

“Good question. I can’t answer that.”

“I think I just figured out my answer.”

Rachel smiled. “I think you did, too.”

Lynn hugged her friend again. “Thank you. I appreciate you letting me ramble.”

“No worries. In all seriousness, unless I’ve completely misjudged Terrie, I would be willing to bet she won’t hate you for taking him back. I think she’s worried on your behalf because I don’t think any of us with a quarter of a brain in our heads who saw what you went through these past couple of years wouldn’t be at least a little worried. If this is what makes you happy, and he doesn’t hurt you again, well, that’s all we want. We want the old Lynn back.”

“So do I,” she said.



* * * *



Lynn returned home, did a few chores, painted her toenails, and was ready when Paul returned exactly on time.

The sight of him in a suit nearly made her swoon.

Hell, it made her want to beg him to take her to bed instead of to dinner.

“Are you ready?”

She didn’t miss that he’d brought an overnight bag with him. “Yes, Sir. So where are we going for dinner?”

He smiled. “It’s a surprise.”

“Am I dressed all right?”

He pulled her into his arms. “You’re beautiful. As always.”

Draping her arms around his neck felt oh, so right. “Thank you for wearing a suit.”

When he kissed her, he cupped a hand around the nape of her neck and the other slid down to rest upon her ass, where he delivered a playful, bare-handed swat.

“No panties. Good girl.”

“Panties are a privilege, not a right,” she said.

He didn’t reply, at first, his gaze seeming to be searching her face for…something.

Wistful sadness filled his gaze. “If you want to wear them, you can, sweetheart.”

A flash of anger filled her. “What is wrong with you?” She tried to push away from him, but he held on.

“Settle, pet. Talk to me.”

She gave up trying to get free. “Why can’t we go back to what we were?”

“Because I’m not going to toss you into the deep end of the pool and have both of us drown in the process.”

“We’ve been here already. We passed this point. I wouldn’t have asked you to come back if I wasn’t ready for this. I’ve been ready for this. For two fucking years, Paul, I’ve been ready for this. While you were doing whatever it was you were doing with her, I ate and breathed and slept and dreamed this, okay?”

His gaze never left hers. “I’m sorry, pet.” His hand on her ass gently stroked her. “Good girl for remembering not to wear panties.”

“Thank you, Sir. Can we go now?” How had what seemed like the start of a perfect night led to her feeling so fucking pissed off at him?

“Not until you calm down.”

“I am calm!”

He arched an eyebrow at her but didn’t reply.

She took a deep breath and slowly let it out again. “I am calm.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “I’m sorry I triggered you, pet. This is exactly why we’re going to take this at my speed. Do you trust me?”

He’d proven his point. Too well. Even she couldn’t explain how the anger had suddenly burst from inside her like that. “Yes, Sir.”

“Do you still want to submit to me?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then what is one of the key points of that?”

She took another breath and let it out. “I do what Sir says, the way he says it.”

He smiled, kissing her again. “Good girl.” He tipped her head to the side and nipped her earlobe, drawing a moan from her. “My very good girl,” he whispered. “I’m going to do this right, I swear. I’m going to take my time, and I’m going to do all the things with you I wish we’d had the time to do the first time around. This time, you are the only one in my life and in my heart, and you will get all my attention. Understand?”

Her heart raced, the heat, the depth, the strength in his tone. “Yes, Sir.”

He nipped her again, harder. “That means my speed, my way. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Next time you question me on this, it’s five hard ones with a cane. Understood?”

She shivered, now hoping she didn’t end up with a wet spot on her dress. “Yes, Sir.”

This was more like it. Her Sir, the man who’d gladly and easily kept her wild side in check and in line.

“I know you want me to tie you up and scene with you like we used to, but I have a very feral pet who ran free for too long and who needs to relearn patience. Don’t I?”

Another shiver raced through her at his tone. “Yes, Sir.”

He kissed the side of her neck. “Good girl. Now, go clean up. You’re wet, aren’t you?”

She swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.” When he released her and she met his gaze, his eyes were crinkled in amusement.

It sent another jolt of need to her clit.

“You have three minutes, pet. Go.”

She ran.



* * * *



Paul reached down and adjusted his cock in his pants.

Dammit. Now he was hard.

Toward the end, Lynn’s voice had started sounding soft and tiny, a little hazy, subspace tickling the outer edges of her mind and trying to coax her deeper.

While she’d never used her childhood as a crutch or an excuse for anything, he’d nevertheless seen its lasting effects on her.

She was slow to trust, but when you earned her trust, you had it for life and to the death, as long as you didn’t break it.

That she still had the ability to trust him humbled him and spoke to how much he knew she still loved him.

But there, beneath the surface, he could see the turbulence. The well-disguised pain.

She wanted to erase the past two years and drop back into what they’d had.

He couldn’t. For a lot of reasons, the largest being that he no longer trusted himself even if she did.

He suspected if he gently probed she would admit that she had in her mind a fantasy of him showing up in Sioux Falls, them going back to the room, and him throwing her onto the bed and ravaging her body the way he used to.

Not that he would have minded doing that, except it was probably the fastest way to derail this.

One day, they would get back to that point. If she let him.

Sarah had admitted there were a lot of things in their marriage she’d agreed to, or even suggested, not because she’d wanted to but because she’d thought it would make him happy.

She’d tried to predict those things for him and give them to him instead of having a healthy discussion about it.

In some ways, he knew Lynn might do the same damn thing.

Absolutely he would not let her.

When he was satisfied she was being completely open with him, that was different.

Although Lynn already was far more open and forthcoming than Sarah ever could have been.

Lynn returned with ten seconds to spare. They left, him driving them in his car, and headed toward downtown Sarasota.

“Did you have any trouble at Ed’s?” she asked.

He reached over to hold hands with her. “No. Why would I?”

She didn’t look at him and kept her gaze fixed ahead. “No reason. Just asking.”

“Pet.” He drew it out, low.

He heard her huffy sigh. “He kind of…talked to me.”

“A stern, cautionary kind of talk?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s because it’s his job to protect your best interests. I’d be concerned if he didn’t.”

“I’m not a kid.”

“No one’s saying you are.”

A comfortable quiet enveloped them for a moment. “You said prenup,” she said.

“Yes?”

“When you found out about the boom, you are the one who brought up signing a prenup. Not me.”

“Yes?”

She finally glanced his way, but since he was driving, he couldn’t just stare at her to try to read her gaze. “You didn’t say contract or paperwork. You specifically said prenup.”

“Because that’s what it’s called.”

“Prenup, as in something you sign before a wedding.”

“Exactly.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

They finally reached a stale yellow he could slow enough to hit at red. He looked at her. “I told you in South Dakota that I am here unless or until you make me leave. And yes, eventually, I want to be married to you.”

“Even after what you just went through?”

“Especially after what I just went through. But it’s also why I’m doing things slow, even if you don’t agree with me doing them slow. Because you’re not the only one with triggers. I feel like a failure on a multitude of levels. I don’t want to repeat those mistakes.”

The light turned green, forcing him to return his attention to the road.

She didn’t speak for a couple of minutes. When she did, he could barely hear her.

“I don’t think you’re a failure, Sir. I never hated you. I hated the situation. And her,” she added after thinking about it for a moment.

“You have your triggers, and I have mine. I want to do this the right way for you, and I want to do it the right way for me, too. I remember what we used to do together. Do you honestly think I could forget a second of it? No. But knowing how easy it was between us before makes me more determined to do things right between us now. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir. So just to be clear—”

“I want to marry you, yes. We’ll be engaged for a while, though. We’ll be living together first.”

She went quiet again, but she squeezed his hand.

He squeezed back.


Chapter Twenty-Three



The restaurant sat on Siesta Key and overlooked the bay. They were able to get a table next to the windows and looking out over the water. She appeared a little tentative as she perused the menu.

“I didn’t realize this place was so…spendy.”

“Stop looking at prices, pet. Order what you want.” He damn sure was. It was a splurge, but this was a celebration. “And if you order the cheapest thing on the menu, I’ll order for you.”

When she didn’t reply, he looked over the table at her. Her gaze was focused on his face. “What is it, pet?”

She closed her menu and set it down. “Could you please order for me, Sir?” Again her voice sounded soft, tiny.

He set his menu down and reached across the table, glad when she met him halfway and took his hands. “Do you really want me to order for you?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

She looked close to tears, and he hated that, but he needed to know.

“Because it’s been so long,” she whispered. “I don’t want to order for myself. Please? I want you to do it.”

He gently squeezed her hands. “Thank you. Good girl.” He released her hands and sat back, watching the tension drain from her.

In her life, every other aspect of it, she was in charge and had to go things alone. With Terrie’s help, but it was a huge strain.

It had been one of the reasons she’d enjoyed their play so much, being able to let go to him.

He already knew what to order for her. “Petite filet, rare, salad, bleu cheese dressing on your salad?”

Her smile hardened his cock again, and he forced himself not to reach down and adjust it. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Sounds good. I’ll make it two.” He set the menu aside again and waited until her gaze settled on his. “Don’t give in to me simply because you think things will go faster, because they won’t. I’ll only slow down more if I think you’re doing that.”

“Yes, Sir.”

It felt so damn good hearing her say those two words. He’d missed them—her—so much.



* * * *



Lynn knew when they returned to her place that Paul would maintain his control. That’s why when they got there, she stood in the entry and waited for him to give her orders as he turned to lock the door behind them.

“Go use the bathroom while I put the leftovers in the fridge. Then wait for me in the bedroom. Stand by the bed. Don’t get undressed.”

She hurried to do it.

When she emerged from the bathroom, he stood next to the bed, still fully dressed, a leather slapper in his hand.

It was all she could do not to let out a happy moan at the sight of it. Far from the most severe implement in his collection, it was, however, the very first thing he’d ever used on her when they first played together.

There went his eyebrow. “You recognize it.”

She nodded.

He pointed at the floor in front of him.

She wasn’t even sure if she took any steps or not. One moment she’d stood in the bathroom doorway, and the next she was on the floor and had her forehead pressed against the tops of his shoes, her mind already spinning down the rabbit hole that had lain dormant for far too long.

“Good girl. Sorry those aren’t my boots, but they would have looked odd with the suit.” She heard him drop the slapper onto the bed. “Up on your knees. Look at me.”

She sat up, her hands resting on her thighs.

Her gaze focused on him.

“You were a very good girl for me tonight,” he said. “Is there anything you wish I’d done differently?”

The urge to say “nothing” tried to fight its way out. Instead, she said, “I wish you’d taken tighter control sooner and told me from the start that you’d order for me.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Noted. Thank you for being honest with me.” The eyebrow arched again. “Do you know what honest pets get?”

Her bottom lip caught under her teeth. She honestly didn’t know, because whenever they’d played a version of this game in the past, he’d always changed it up.

She shook her head.

“Tonight, my pet is going to end up with a pink bottom.”

She fought the urge to wiggle with delight, imaging the feel of the slapper hitting her flesh, the sound it made, her juices already flowing.

He held out his hands to her, to help her up. When she was standing, he grabbed the hem of her dress and lifted it up and over her head before dropping it to the floor.

“Shoes off.”

She kicked them off.

He turned her around and unhooked her bra, easing it down her arms and tossing it onto the dress.

All she now wore was her collar.

Then he sat on the edge of the bed, fully dressed, and patted his lap.

She nearly knocked him over as she practically threw herself onto him, her head to his left since he was right-handed.

He laughed. “Eager pet, hmm?” She loved the feel of his slacks against her flesh, a different feel than denim, thinner and yet coarser at the same time.

He wrapped her hair around his left hand while he grabbed the slapper with his right and laid it across her ass.

Then his finger…the tip of his right index finger traced the outline of her tat and her eyes fell closed. A soft moan escaped her.

“My good girl,” he whispered. The tip of his finger became the pad, slowly coloring in the grey-toned tat with his touch, the warmth triggering familiar old reactions in her body.

“Are you wet?”

“Yes, Sir.”

His finger fell still, dead center of the design. “When we get married, I’ll get my matching tat. All right?”

She fought the urge to squirm against him. “Yes, Sir.”

When. He’d said when, not if.

When.

She felt him pick up the slapper. He lightly dragged it up and down her back, her ass, her thighs, teasing her with it. When his right hand fell still, she was ready when he lifted it and took the first stroke.

Smack.

Definitely not his hardest hit, and not the most powerful bite that implement could deliver, but the warmth it left behind on her flesh rolled through her, firing her need and shoving her into subspace.

He took his time, apparently wanting to make sure she was okay with what he was doing. He slowly stepped up the force and speed of his strokes, up and down her ass, her thighs. Until—finally—she started feeling the delicious sting as he really put the slapper through its paces.

She didn’t realize she’d been rubbing herself against him until he stopped, resting his cool bare hand against her warm ass. He laughed. “Eager pet, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir.”

One finger slipped between her legs, and she moaned as it easily slid inside her pussy. Then he slowly finger-fucked her, adding a second finger. She rocked her hips in time with his hand, wanting it harder, deeper—wanting it to be his cock.

She moaned again when his hand fell still. “I think someone’s ass isn’t quite pink enough.” The fingers disappeared, and a moment later, she felt the leather of the slapper against her ass again.

He didn’t even come close to making her safeword with that implement. He’d always used it in the past as a warm-up and step-down. But when he alternated taking several swats with the slapper with fingering her, she thought she’d lose her mind.

Then he set the slapper aside and used her hair to pull her up off his lap. He put her on her knees in front of him and slid his fingers into her mouth so she could lick them clean.

She really wished it was his cock, but at least it was Him.

“Good girl,” he softly said.

He pulled his fingers from her mouth and reached for his belt. He no sooner had his slacks unfastened than she was trying to reach for his cock. He released his grip in her hair and let her, the moan she let out when she finally was able to swallow him to the root coaxing a moan in reply from him.

He shucked his jacket and loosened his tie. “Don’t make me come, pet,” he said, sounding hoarse. “Just keep me hard.”

With the hard, silken steel of his cock in her mouth, she slowly laved her tongue around the head, flicking at the slit before taking him deep again. When she looked up, he’d removed his tie and was working on the buttons of his shirt.

And he was staring down at her, heat in his eyes.

Finally, he had his shirt and undershirt off and tapped the top of her head. “Take my shoes and socks off.”

Reluctantly, she released his cock and did as he ordered. Before she could go down on him again, he stood and shoved his slacks and briefs off.

He reached down for her hand, hauling her up off the floor and into his arms. She tried to rub against his cock, but he had other plans and put her on her hands and knees on the bed.

Kneeling behind her, he braced a hand against her ass while slowly feeding his cock into her pussy. Like that, she couldn’t shove back, take him as hard and deep and fast as she wanted.

When he reached around her and found her clit with his fingers, her head and shoulders dropped down onto the bed as the orgasm slammed into her.

“Good girl,” he said, not stopping.

With his cock deep inside her and hitting all the right places, it made her climax that much harder and stronger. Her back arched as she tried to fuck herself against him, but he reached forward and grabbed her hair, pinning her in place.

She squirmed, moaned, lost her mind.

So…fucking…good…

She’d been His, had always been. Preordained, maybe. No one else could have ever made her feel like this.

Eventually, when he was satisfied he’d kept her coming long enough, he grabbed her hips and started fucking her. Hard, fast, deep, her meeting every stroke until his fingers tightened, digging in and holding still with his cock deep inside her as a deep, satisfied moan escaped him.

His grip loosened and released her before he stretched out next to her and pulled her body against his.

She held on to his arm, refusing to let go, afraid she’d open her eyes and find, once again, it’d been only a dream.

His lips nuzzled along the top of her shoulder before he gently nipped her. “Better?”

“It’s always better with you, Sir,” she said.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Friday morning, Paul awakened with Lynn in his arms and another good night of sleep in him.

She snuggled closer. “No fair escaping.” She sounded sleepy, sated.

Happy.

“Not escaping.” He kissed her. “But you do have to work today, don’t you?”

She frowned. “Yeah, kind of. Still working through edits for manuscripts I’d gotten in before the boom.”

“If I stay here all day, you won’t get any work done, will you?”

She pressed her face against his chest. “Probably not. You’re a good distraction. I need to go grocery shopping, too.”

“You have to get your work done. Listen, I need to get some stuff done today. I’ll come back later. Before dinner.”

She looked up at him. “And spend the night?”

“Of course. The whole weekend.”

“Okay. Promise?”

“I promise.”

She let out a sigh. “Thank you for last night. For dinner and everything.”

“Thank you.” He kissed her.

“Can you bring the bag with you tonight, please?”

“Which bag?”

“The bag.”

He touched the tip of her nose. “My implement bag?”

“Yes, Sir. Please?”

He leaned in and rubbed noses with her. “If someone is a good pet and gets her work done.”



* * * *



He hadn’t meant to let her coax him into shower sex after breakfast, but he couldn’t resist her.

At least he’d left her smiling when they kissed good-bye at her front door.

“Oh! Hold on.” She ran back to the kitchen, got something out of one of the drawers, and brought it over to him. “Here.”

A key.

He took it from her and added it to his keyring. He used to have a key to her place and had to give it back to her that last night they’d seen each other. “Thank you,” he said, trying not to let his mind dwell on the past. “I’ll have to bring one for you for my place.”

“Hopefully we won’t be needing a key to your place for long.”

He kissed her again. “You’re going to try to push me no matter what I said, aren’t you?”

A mischievous smile curved her lips. “Maybe someone needs to take me more firmly in hand.”

She’d never bratted with him before.

He grabbed her hair, tipped her head back, and nipped at her neck. “Maybe someone will end up standing in a corner and holding a quarter against the wall with her nose.”

He nearly laughed at the pout that filled her face.

“Ah, someone forgot about that punishment, huh?”

“Maybe.”

He wrapped his arms around her and stared down into her eyes. “We’ll get there. I promise.”

“Yes, Sir.”



* * * *



Paul had started out this journey swearing he’d take things slow, but every minute he spent with her was another step closer to knowing he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

He also had a stop he wanted to make before he went home. Something that really wasn’t in his budget, but in this case, he’d make an exception and run up a credit card.

She was worth every penny, and more. He wanted to be ready so that when he decided to ask her, he would have the ring there. Whether it happened in a few days or a few weeks or a few months from then.

When he was sure she was ready.

When he was sure he wouldn’t fuck up again.



* * * *



Paul spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning his apartment, catching up with work e-mails, handling a few work-related phone calls, and trying not to race back to Lynn’s. Then he got caught on a conference bridge longer than he expected and realized it was later than he’d planned.

He felt like his extra twenty pounds were gone as he hurried around his apartment, trying to get ready to return to Lynn’s.

He wouldn’t waste a minute of the time he’d been given with her. And he didn’t want to do anything to make her question her trust in him.

With his bag packed—and his toybag also ready—and sitting by the front door, he made one final sweep through his apartment for anything he might need. He didn’t want to have to come back there all weekend.

His glance fell on his pocketknife, the heavy Buck knife Lynn had given him a few years ago.

One that had seen plenty of play with her.

Picking it up, he opened it, running his finger over the sharp blade. He used to carry it on him every day, using it not just for play with her but for work, too. It was a good knife. All the times he’d drawn faint patterns across her flesh with it, not cutting, just sensation play. Or binding her and then gently poking her feet with it, forcing her to hold still and yet her desperately wanting to wiggle at the same time, deliciously sadistic play with her.

Lots of good memories.

Maybe that’s why he didn’t register the fact that someone was knocking on his door at first.

Puzzled, he slipped the knife into his pocket and walked over to the door to look through the viewfinder before answering.

Sarah stood on his front stoop.

Shit. He couldn’t pretend he wasn’t there, because his car was parked out front.

Knowing he was going to regret this, he answered the door. “Yes?”

As if unsure how to respond, she stood there, staring at him. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“No. I’m on my way out. What do you want?”

“Where were you last weekend and this week?”

“None of your business.”

Her gaze dropped to where his bags sat by the door. “Where are you going?”

“Sarah, what do you want?”

“Why won’t you answer a simple question? That’s so rude.”

He took a deep breath to maintain control of his anger. The last thing he needed was his ex wife going into one of her rages right there on his front stoop and the neighbors getting an earful. “Either tell me what you want, or I’m closing the door.”

She tried to take a step forward, but he didn’t budge. “I just want to talk. Can I come in? Please?”

“You can tell me, or you can leave.”

She scowled. In the past, he would have acted differently, trying to draw her out, playing the game by her rules to keep the explosion at bay.

He knew from the reading he’d done since their divorce that she was trying to draw him back into what was called “the dance” he’d done with her throughout the years as part of his codependency to her. A classic “change back” behavior.

He wasn’t changing back into that person.

He refused.

Not to mention, he refused to break his promise to Lynn to not allow Sarah in the apartment. He was pushing it as it was by allowing her to talk to him now.

“I think maybe the divorce was a mistake,” she said. “You need to come with me to my therapist to talk about it next week.”

“I can’t. I’m busy.”

Another scowl, this one darker. “Well, make time.”

“Let me rephrase that—I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Our divorce is final. I don’t know what you think there is to discuss.”

“That’s easy to fix. We’ll get remarried.”

He struggled and barely won against the urge to laugh in her face until he realized she was dead serious. “Are you on your meds?”

“I don’t need them.”

“Do your doctor and therapist know that?”

“I didn’t tell them. I can’t waste money on a doctor appointment co-pay or on meds I don’t need. Especially since I’m no longer on someone’s insurance plan and have to pay for my own through work now.”

Those were flimsy excuses. Her co-pay was the same on her insurance as it had been when she’d been on his, and she had nearly a quarter of a million dollars in the bank as a result of selling off their assets and splitting the equity in the house after selling it.

He stepped back and started closing the door. “Good-bye, Sarah.”

“Paul, wait, dammit!”

He paused, the door still open a foot. “My answer isn’t changing.”

“It’s her, isn’t it?”

He felt heat rush to his face. He hoped to steer her clear of this topic. “What are you talking about?”

“You never did stop loving her, did you? We never had a chance because you never really gave her up. I bet you were even seeing her on the side the whole time, weren’t you? Lying to me about it? Any time you were late at work, you were probably with her, weren’t you?”

A lot of answers raced through his head.

He finally closed the door, fighting the urge to slam it in her face.

He expected her to knock, or maybe even pound on it, but she didn’t. He watched through the viewfinder as she turned and stalked back to her car, which was parked on the other side of his neighbor’s car.

After sitting there for five minutes, she finally drove away.

He wasn’t fooled, though. He expected she’d probably park somewhere close by, watching the main entrance for him to leave.

So he quickly loaded his things and left—out the complex’s back entrance. It was a pain to use because of the street it dumped out onto, a busy six-lane highway. Paul had to go down to the next light and make a U-turn to get turned around in the right direction. More time out of his night.

He kept an eye on his rearview mirror to see if he could spot any sign of Sarah, but then realized that was stupid.

If she followed him, she’d simply see he’d gone to Lynn’s, and she knew where Lynn lived.

Hell, she’d probably headed there already to see if he went there.

Shit.

Well, regardless, there wasn’t anything to be done about it. It looked more likely he’d have to talk to Ed about filing for a restraining order against her. Staying “friends” with Sarah was not an option.

Yes, he got that she was sick. But it wasn’t like she had cancer or something beyond her control.

She had a choice, she knew what she had to do to get and stay healthy, and she’d willfully chosen an unhealthy path.

Those were consequences she’d have to live with, just as he’d have to live with the consequences of the choices he’d made.

Although in Sarah’s mind, he suspected he’d always be the bad guy, he and Lynn both, when the reality was it had simply been three people caught up in a bad hurricane of awful circumstances. There were no bad guys, just three people who’d each lost something important and would always bear the scars from that.

Whether or not Sarah chose to learn from the experience and make better choices the next time around was no longer his concern.



* * * *



Paul parked next to Lynn’s car and unloaded his things, hauling them inside and leaving them in the entryway.

The delicious aroma of pork chops washed over him. “Wow, that smells great,” he called out.

She appeared in the kitchen doorway, his heart trip-hammering when he saw her. Shorts and a tank top, nothing fancy but beautiful.

His collar around her neck

He thought about the ring box now stashed in his laptop bag, which he’d also brought in.

“Mushroom pork chops,” she said.

“My favorite. You remembered.” He walked over to her and pulled her into his arms, kissing her.

This felt like coming home.

When he let go of her, she cocked her head. “What’s wrong?”

“Sarah showed up at my apartment as I was getting ready to leave.”

Her expression darkened before she schooled it to an impassive mask. She let go of him, her arms falling to her sides. “Oh.”

He rested his hands on her shoulders. “I didn’t let her inside. She said she wanted to talk, and I told her I had no interest in talking.”

“Talk about what?”

If he hid stuff from Lynn, she’d sense it, and it would only destroy the fragile trust he was rebuilding with her. “She wanted me to go with her to her doctor to talk about getting back together.” When Lynn tried to pull away from him, he tightened his grip on her shoulders. “And I told her no way was that happening.”

She stared into his eyes. “Really?”

“Really. Some of the stuff I read talked about this kind of behavior. I’m ready for it. I just need your patience while I work through it.”

Now she frowned. “My patience?”

Shit. “That came out wrong. I’m sorry. Patience while I keep fending her off until she gets it.”

“And what if she never gets it?”

“Then I file for a restraining order. I’d rather not have to do that, though. It might cause problems for her at work.” Ironically, Sarah was a CNA at a pediatrics practice. She had great patience for children and parents who had no idea what she was like at home.

“I honestly don’t care if it does. She had her chance.”

“I’m trying to be the bigger person.” She finally let him pull her in for a hug. “Dinner smells wonderful,” he whispered in her ear. “I really appreciate you doing this.”

More of her tension melted, allowing him to tighten his grip on her, one hand sliding down to her ass, where he gave her a playful bare-handed swat. “And I’ll show you my appreciation later.”

She ground her hips against his, her fingertips digging into his back. “Really?”

Success. He detected subtle hints of subspace in her tone. “Really, baby. I promise.”

Dinner was, of course, delicious. He helped her clean up, despite her protests that he could go relax. He was about to suggest they head to the bedroom when her doorbell rang.

When he spotted her puzzled look, that’s when his heart hit the floor. He headed for the door, peering through the viewfinder.

There stood Sarah.

He must have sworn out loud because Lynn suddenly wore a murderous look. “You’re kidding me.”

“I’ll get rid of her.” He opened the door.

Sarah stood there, arms crossed over her chest and looking triumphant. “I knew it.”

“I said all I’m going to say to you, Sarah.” He stepped forward, pulling the door mostly closed with him and forcing Sarah back a step. “You need to leave.”

“Don’t you dare tell me what to do. We’re not married.”

“Exactly my point. Why are you here?”

“You promised me you wouldn’t leave me!”

“You also promised me you’d dedicate yourself to your recovery. Moving my shit out of the bedroom wasn’t exactly showing your dedication to our marriage.”

“That’s beside the point.”

“No, that’s exactly the point.”

“If you don’t come with me to my appointment, it’ll be your fault if I hurt myself.”

He pulled the door shut behind him, hoping Lynn hadn’t heard that part. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Sarah. Do I need to call 911 for you and tell your doctor you need to be Baker Acted for making threats?”

“So you will talk to my doctor?”

He closed his eyes and counted to three to give him time to swallow back the bellow of rage he wanted to unleash on her. When he opened his eyes, she still stood there, an expectant look on her face.

“We’re divorced. That’s not changing.” Trying to be a nice guy was hard fucking work. No wonder some men became raging assholes.

Maybe I should cut Jim a little slack if this is the kind of shit he had to deal with.

“And I told you we could change that.” Her voice dropped, pleading. “I love you. I didn’t think you’d leave when I moved you out of the bedroom. I thought you’d fight harder for me. I miss you, and it’s not the same without you.”

“I wish you’d felt like that while we were together.”

“I made a mistake, okay? If you come back, I’ll start taking my meds again. I promise. I’ll go to meetings. Whatever you say.”

“That’s not how this works.”

“Then tell me what I have to do to get you back!”

“There isn’t anything you can do, and this isn’t my problem anymore.”

“You always wanted her more than me, didn’t you?”

“No, see, that’s what you never understood. I loved you. When I was with her, I didn’t stop loving you.”

“But you didn’t stop loving her when you were with me, did you?”

“Would you rather I be a cold-hearted bastard who slept around and played with anyone?”

“I’d rather that than you fall in love with someone.”

“I’m not wired like that. I can love more than one person.”

“Then come back. I’ll even let you play with her.”

He actually laughed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

She misunderstood because she eagerly nodded. “Really serious.”

Ed had warned him that he’d seen a lot of divorces, a lot of nasty tricks, a lot of bad behavior. He’d warned Paul that he’d quit counting the number of people who’d started out wanting to try to “stay friends” with their ex and ended up hating them.

Warned him that there was usually one instant of clarity where realization hit that staying friends wasn’t going to be possible.

This was his instant.

“Good-bye, Sarah.” When he turned his back to her he felt her grab his arm. He resisted the urge to move, to even pull away, knowing without another witness there it could quickly devolve into a nasty he-said/she-said with him being led away in handcuffs.

“Paul, please!”

He dropped into a low, dark, and dangerous tone of voice he hadn’t used in two years, and had never used on Sarah before. “Let. Go. Of. Me. Now.”

She released him.

Without looking back, he walked inside, slammed the door shut, and locked it behind him.


Chapter Twenty-Five



Lynn felt a panic attack threatening. She’d had a couple in her life, most of them coming after the finality of the end of their relationship, but she never expected to have one now.

Especially not under these circumstances, and in her own home. She thought the bad days were past her.

She turned, searching for…something.

Her brain raced, pulse galloped—air rushed through her lungs, leaving her feeling dizzy.

I need to leave.

She grabbed her overnight bag and started packing, despite the fact that it was her home.

She’d been there, done that, had a whole closet full of damn T-shirts.

She wouldn’t go through it again.

Terrie was right. Oh, gawd, was she right.

She never should have trusted Paul. Never should have opened herself up to him, made herself vulnerable.

This is what it got her, hurt and wounded and once again on the short end of the stick. She totally understood now why Tilly had ended up doing what she did when Cris left and she hardened herself, became snarky and closed off to all but a few.

I should have done that.

Unfortunately, it looked like she’d have that very chance now.

She heard their voices raised outside and tried not to listen, tried not to hear. Didn’t want to hear.

All she did was focus on packing, on getting out.

On escaping.

She wasn’t even sure where she’d go. Maybe to a hotel until she could calm down. There were a couple of decent ones just a few minutes away, meaning she wouldn’t have to be on the road long. She could—

The front door slammed, making her jump.

Fuck.

Zipping the overnight bag, she left it in the middle of her bed and went into the bathroom to grab stuff she’d need from there. She could buy anything she’d forgotten. She needed to pack her laptop, her chargers, her notebook for her latest project, and—

She heard the bedroom door open.

“Lynn?”

She froze.

Paul.

She didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe.

This had to be a nightmare.

She felt more than heard him in the bathroom doorway behind her. “Sweetie?”

“No,” she whispered.

Everything in her arms fell, hitting the bathroom carpet. When she wheeled around, she realized it hadn’t been a whisper but a scream, her throat already raw from it.

“No!” She shoved him back and out of her way. “Not again! I’m not going through this again!”

She struck out at him, shoving, slapping, pushing, screaming as he pulled her close, pinning her arms to her side while she sobbed and cried.

“Shh, pet,” he said, stern command returning to his tone. “I’m not going anywhere. I sent her away.”

“How long?” she screamed. “How long before she pulls you back in and I get fucked over again?”

He made her look at him. “She won’t. I’m not going back to her. I chose you, and I’ll always choose you unless or until you walk away from me.”

Struggling again, she tried to pull free, to hit, to punch, to kick. Instead, he fell sideways with her, onto the bed, pinning her under him as the overnight bag rolled off onto the floor.

“Let it out, pet. I deserve it, but I won’t let you harm me or yourself in the process. Push me away as hard as you want, but I’m not leaving you unless you leave me. Never again.”

Closing her eyes, she sobbed, letting her head fall back against the bed as gasping gulps of air were ripped from her lungs and the pain flowed, hot lava fresh and unhealed from her deep well of grief.

Had she thought she’d been doing okay?

No.

What a fucking lie.

The simmering magma chamber inside her had simply formed a crust over the top, concealing the bubbling pain engulfing her soul. A major eruption had been inevitable. Only so much pressure could push up against that crust before it shattered again, as searing as ever.

“You left me,” she whispered when she could finally form words. She wasn’t keeping her voice down because of the neighbors. She was keeping it down because of her raw throat. “You left me. I waited for you, and you left me. You promised we’d always be friends, at the very least, and you left me.”



* * * *



Fuck. He deserved all of this, and more. It was all he could do not to puke over the heart-wrenching sounds coming from her. Like someone had grabbed his balls and twisted them, hard.

When he’d ripped half his heart out and walked away from Lynn before, he’d thought she’d be okay, that she’d survive. She was a survivor, a fighter, a strong-willed person. Besides the promises he’d made and thought he could keep, he’d also weighed Sarah’s supposed fragility against Lynn’s and had thought Lynn would be the one able to move on and survive. 

To not kill herself.

He was painfully aware of how thin she felt below him, how different her body was now.

There were many kinds of suicide. Some of them immediate and final.

Some of them long and slow and barely noticeable at the time.

How she’d slowly been killing herself one day at a time. Then again, hadn’t he been doing that, too?

It was his fault.

It was all his fault.

This was the kind of reaction he’d expected from her in Sioux Falls.

I guess it had to catch up with her.

“I know, pet. I tried to make the best decision I could at the time. I was convinced she was going to kill herself. I’m sorry, and I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. All of you were right about her. Everything everyone warned me about is exactly what happened. I thought I knew better because I knew her better than you all did. I thought I could make a difference in her life. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I can’t take the pain away that I caused. I can only hope that I can work back to a place with you where, one day, you can trust me again.”

She weakly tried to struggle against him before dissolving into more sobs. Closing his eyes, he nuzzled the top of her head and breathed in her scent. She’d changed her shampoo from what she’d used to use. With her being a creature of habit, it wasn’t something he expected. In the years they’d been together, there’d been only one shampoo and conditioner she’d ever used.

He’d started using it because it reminded him of her.

He didn’t hate Sarah because that would mean that he still held a level of emotion for her in his heart that he no longer did. He would always love her a little because they’d been married several years, and it hadn’t all been bad. There were many good memories there. Sarah was not an evil person. But no, his trust in Sarah was gone, and he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

Especially when someone else had paid a far greater price for it than he’d imagined.

He’d chosen wrong.

Sarah had been far stronger than he’d thought, and Lynn…not so much.

That was guilt he would carry to the grave.

This isn’t about me.

This was about trying to convince Lynn, if she’d let him, that he wasn’t going anywhere. Never again, unless she wanted to walk away from him. The level of devotion and hard work he’d put into his marriage with Sarah, he would double that with Lynn.

If she decided she couldn’t do it, if she decided to leave, then it would break his heart again, but he would understand.

Until that happened, he would grovel, whatever he had to do.

He also knew that meant standing there and letting Lynn take whatever pain-filled potshots she might aim in his direction.

He’d deserve every one of them, too.

She renewed her struggles as he relaxed his hold on her, and he once again pinned her under him against the mattress.

“I’m not letting you up, pet, until you either calm down and get it out of your system, or you safeword. Either one. Choose.”

If anything, that made her struggle harder, thrashing, a new surge of strength filling her. She tried to kick at him, and he had to finally roll her over onto her stomach, one of her arms wrenched behind her and pulled up for leverage, his other hand in her hair and pulling her hair back both to control her and so he knew she could breathe.

Even with his weight on her, she still fought and bucked. He couldn’t help but think about the countless times they’d struggled like this before, in play, her working energy off, needing to feel him controlling her physically, a turn-on for both of them.

The light bulb finally went on in his head and he desperately hoped he wasn’t fucking up even worse.

Swallowing back his grief over what he’d done to her, he dusted off his full-on “Dom tone” from his arsenal and used it on her. “Pet, either settle or safeword. Because if you keep struggling, I will subdue you. Do you understand?”

Inhuman growls escaped her as her struggles increased.

He tightened the grip in her hair and pressed his cheek along hers. “Pet. Answer me, now. Do you understand? Yes or no?”

“Yes, Sir!” she screamed, crying again, still fighting, still struggling.

Okay, then.

She’d once confessed to him that one of the things she loved about their primal play was the feeling that he could take her down, that he was stronger than her, that she trusted him not to harm her but she could physically vent without fear of hurting him.

Something he’d desperately missed, being able to let his own demons out of their box, being able to engage in a rough-and-tumble, borderline violent level of primal play with her that she’d thrived on, needed, and he’d enjoyed as well.

Struggle snuggles, they’d jokingly called them.

The exact opposite of how he’d had to be with Sarah.

Forcing Lynn’s head to the side, he bit down, hard, on the right side of her neck, letting loose a growl of his own.

Like a switch flipped in her, the tension melted from her body, even as she continued to fight, renewing her struggles as a low moan escaped her.

He wanted to cry as it felt like his Lynn, his pet, had fully returned. He pulled her arm up more, applying extra pressure and drawing another squeal of pain from her, which only made her fight harder.

He released the bite on her neck and moved a couple of inches lower, to the juncture at her neck and shoulder, where the strap of her tank top easily moved to expose more flesh.

Sinking his teeth into her shoulder, he let loose another growl, relief of his own rushing through him as old memories swarmed in, threatening to drown him.

It’d been so, so fucking long.

More cries from her, deeper, needy, her hips rocking back and forth under him, hardening his cock. He alternated between sucking hard and biting, shifting his legs a little so they were pinning hers down, completely immobilizing her.

At least those extra twenty pounds I gained come in handy for something.

They’d been close to evenly matched before. Between her weight loss and his weight gain, it gave him a slight advantage now.

Releasing her hair, he reached down her side, feeling for the hem of her tank top and yanking it up, feeling it rip along the seam and not even caring. She tried to buck him off her, but he dropped all his weight onto her again, his teeth still clamped on her shoulder. It took him a minute and having to release her arm to get the shirt pulled up and around her neck. After getting another good, hard grip in her hair, wrapping it around his left hand, he pinned her head to the bed and released his bite so he could peel the now ruined garment off her.

He sat up, putting all his weight over her hips, so he could reach down with his free hand and unhook her bra.

The whole time she tried to struggle, flailing at him, unable to get any traction with her head pinned sideways to the bed. She scratched at his left arm, leaving bloody furrows a few inches above his wrist.

“That’s five, pet,” he said, fighting to keep from dropping into that deliciously dark Domspace she always led him to when they played like this. By their old rules, if she deliberately drew blood from him, he got to give her strokes in return. “Settle or safeword. Otherwise, you know how this will end.”

He rolled her onto her back, nearly taking a knee in the nuts from her as he did before dropping his weight back onto her hips. He got the bra off her and managed to pin her arms down between his thighs, against her sides, as he worked his way up her body.

Only then did he release her hair and sit up, meeting her gaze.

Wild blue eyes he’d missed every fucking day. Beautiful blue eyes that had haunted his dreams and stayed with him.

In them now, he saw that look, wild and hungry, already down in her feral headspace, the struggle the only thing in her mind right now.

Well, at least I’m able to give her that.

He unfastened his leather belt and yanked it out of his jeans, dropping it onto the bed next to him. “Safeword, pet,” he ordered. “Safeword, or I don’t stop.”

“Fuck you!”

“Then it’s game on.”

He grabbed her by the hair again, standing and avoiding another nut-punch by grabbing her arm, pulling her up and off the bed, spinning her around, and bending her facedown over the bed where he quickly sat on her back, facing her ass. She kicked her legs and struggled as he fished the knife out of his pocket, and he used the gut hook to cut her shorts down the back. Closing the knife, he tossed it safely out of the way, onto the carpeted floor, before peeling her shorts down and off her. He ripped her panties up the side seams with his bare hands, pulling them off, too.

Then he grabbed his belt by the buckle and wrapped it around his right hand several times, leaving a long tail.

“Five, pet. Count.” He didn’t hold back the force of the stroke, either. No warm-up. The first one hit her left ass cheek and down onto the back of her upper thigh, pulling a howl from her.

“Count them, pet, or I keep doing it until you start counting. You know the rules. You owe me five.” He drew his hand back and was preparing to take another stroke when he heard her sniffle something.

He paused. “What was that, pet? Say it again.”

The barest of whispers. “One, Sir.”

“Good girl.” He immediately brought his hand down, the belt cutting into her right ass cheek and thigh and drawing another howl from her, followed by a sniffled reply.

“Two, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

As soon as he’d finished the fifth stroke, he dropped the belt and got off the bed.

She didn’t move.

He turned, unfastening his jeans and shoving them and his briefs down. She started to come up off the bed, but he grabbed her by the back of the neck and shoved her down, hard, nothing gentle in his movements.

“Safeword or settle, pet,” he repeated.

She struggled, but this time he sensed the familiar change, bucking her hips back, no longer trying to push away.

He kicked her feet apart and lined up his cock with her pussy, which was already wet. When he pushed into her, her hands clenched and she let out a howl of pleasure, muffled against the covers, which hardened him even more and threatened to shove him over the edge.

He folded his body over hers, pulling her hair away from the nape of her neck. “My pet,” he whispered before biting the top of her left shoulder.

Her needy moan was punctuated by the feel of her pussy squeezing his cock, her hips still trying to rock against him. As he reached up and folded his hands around hers, lacing fingers with her, he glanced at the bloody furrows on his left arm.

Worth. It.

Worth every bit, and more.

She squeezed his hands, hard, tightly holding on.

Not wanting him to let go.

“You got my arm good, pet,” he said. “I’m going to have to fuck the fight out of you, aren’t I?”

Now her struggles weren’t to throw his weight off her but to get him to start moving, start fucking her.

He nuzzled the left side of her neck again. “No, pet,” he said. “You will wait until I’m ready.” He bit his way up and down the left side of her neck, across her shoulder, back up again.



* * * *



There was a part of Lynn’s conscious brain trying to wrest control of the situation from the rest of her soul, that was trying to get her to say that one word, red, that she knew would stop everything in its tracks.

Everything.

No matter what, no matter how hard and heavy their play, Paul never violated a safeword.

Ever.

But…she couldn’t.

She didn’t want to.

How long had it been since she’d felt his teeth in her flesh, his familiar, comforting weight pressing her into the mattress, his belt on her ass?

Too.

Fucking.

Long.

And then when he shoved his cock into her, she’d almost come right then.

Her body couldn’t lie, and despite the fact that they’d had sex before, this was like a reunion all over again.

The way it should have been.

It felt like they hadn’t been apart two days, much less two years. This wasn’t like the time they’d already spent together, tentative, wary, tiptoeing around each other, fumbling, clumsy pseudo-attempts to reconnect.

This was real.

This was them.

The heat of his body washed through the fabric of his shirt pressed against her back, the denim of his jeans against her ass and thighs, the way their bodies seemed to magically lock together, made for each other, for this.

He transferred her wrists into his left hand and reached under her with his right. “This is just the start, pet,” he whispered into her left ear. “If I have to fight you like this every day, I will. You know what you have to do to make me stop.”

The pain-rotted part of her soul that wanted to torture him for every second they’d spent apart tried to speak up, and Lynn forced it into a mental closet and locked it away.

His fingers found her folds and slid between them, her juices slicking everything down there already before he located her swollen clit.

“I have a very wet pet,” he said. “Now you know what I need from you.” He pinched her clit, and this time she muffled her scream of pleasure against the bed, her back trying to arch as the muscles of her pussy clamped down on his cock. The orgasm slammed into her, making her sob with pain, with pleasure, with relief.

“Good girl,” he whispered, then kissed her behind the ear. “My very good girl. Such a very good pet.”

His fingers stroked, quickly working her up to a second orgasm. The whole time he whispered the old things to her, the familiar things, the magic things that would have had her eagerly following him into the depths of hell if he’d asked her to.

Sobbing, the fight went out of her body, now every effort concentrated in obeying Him, being his good girl, being his good pet, trying to get him to fuck her, the release sooo fucking good. Yes, the sex they’d already had had been good.

But…this.

This had been theirs. All theirs. The vicious, feral struggles that always led to him subduing her and then rewarding her with this. Making her come until she couldn’t stand it and only then fucking her, filling her, taking his own pleasure.

She closed her eyes and lost herself in the welcomed bliss of subspace. He forced several more orgasms out of her before he started moving, started fucking her, releasing her wrists and standing, holding on to her hips for leverage.

He slammed into her, hard, fast, fierce.

Possessively.

One more climax slipped out of her before he came, his cock buried deep inside her as he held still for a moment and savored it.

Then the feel of his fingers on her back, trailing down her spine, circling the tattoo right there, just above her tailbone.

Tracing it.

“My pet,” he whispered.

She closed her eyes and started crying again, sobbing. This time in relief.

When she felt him fold his body over hers, she reached for his hands, and once again he held on, letting her squeeze, pull his arms around and under her as she fell into the abyss of her grief and tried to find her way free.

He tried to roll her sideways, but they ended up sliding off the bed and onto the floor, Paul cushioning the impact, his arms crossed around her now, their fingers still laced together. He pressed his lips to the right side of her neck, over one of the places she knew tomorrow morning would be a satisfyingly deep shade of purple and shaped like a bite mark.

His teeth.

Slowly rocking back and forth with her, he leaned against the bed and let her cry, not speaking, waiting.

Patiently.

Her rock.

Her lighthouse.

Her anchor.

Was she an idiot? Was she delusional?

Was she just so fucking desperate that she would simply roll over and trust?

She wanted to. That, and more. She wanted them back. The perfection they’d had. The seamless, silent way of communicating, knowing each other’s thoughts.

Eventually, she tipped her head back against his shoulder as her sniffles finally eased. She was a mess, a snot monster, and now sweaty from their struggle snuggle.

Her juices and his mixing, merging, all over both of them.

Not daring to speak, she kept her eyes closed and waited.

Finally, he broke the silence. “I’m still here, pet. You want me gone you have to walk away from me. I will do everything I can to get us back to what we had and better, I swear.”

“You picked her before.”

“Because I was trying to help her. She’s gone. She’s past. I can and will make you promises that I will not break unless you order me to. And the first of those promises is that you are first in my life. You are mine. If you want me.”

She finally opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Terrie’s still pissed. Really pissed. I talked to her today. You fuck this up, I might lose her as a friend, and I can’t afford to lose her friendship. She’s the only reason I didn’t give up living in the first place.”

“I know, baby.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. “I know. I made the best decision I could with the facts that I had. But if I had chosen you and Sarah had killed herself, I never would have been able to live with that guilt.”

“What if she does now?”

“That’s on her. She made me promises, once everything came out, that she refused to keep. She did exactly what everyone said. She made great progress at first, and I thought for sure I’d made the right call. She seemed to be getting better. But then…she didn’t. It was gradual. Like once she knew she had me, she stopped trying. I didn’t want to admit that at first. I gave her plenty of chances. She’d guilt-trip me, and I’d point her back to the promises she’d made me about her recovery. That’s when I finally realized that she wasn’t going to keep her promises. That I was no longer helping her by being there. That it would slowly kill both our souls.”

“What’d she want today?”

“How much did you hear?”

“Not much after she showed up and I walked out of the room.”

“She hinted around that she had been testing me and never thought I’d leave. She promised to get back into therapy and go to meetings. She also hinted that she’d considered trying to kill herself, and still might if I didn’t come back.”

“What’d you say?”

“I told her I was sorry she felt that way, and that she needed to go talk to her therapist, or go to the hospital and have herself admitted. But that it wasn’t my problem any longer.”

“Is that when she started screaming?”

“Yeah.”

She turned her head and tipped it back enough she could look into his sweet hazel eyes. Right now, they looked more green. “I can’t promise you I won’t get pissed off and scream at you sometimes.”

“I know. It’s okay. I’m ready for it.”

“I won’t repair your relationships with our friends for you, either. You have to rebuild those bridges.”

“I know.”

“Is there anything tying you to Sarah now?”

“Just the income taxes next year. Derrick and Ed can handle that for me.”

“Where’s your phone?”

“In the living room.”

“Go get it, please.”

He untangled himself from her, pulled up his briefs and jeans, and went to go get it. She remained where she was but drew her legs up to her chest and leaned against the bed.

He returned, sat next to her on the floor, and handed over the phone.

“How do I unlock it?”

He smiled. “Same code.”

She thumbed it in, one she had been using on her own phone, a little piece of him.

“I’m blocking her numbers. And her sisters’ numbers.”

“Okay.”

She found Sarah’s contact numbers, home and work, and blocked them, as well as her two sisters’ numbers, then handed the phone back to him.

“You will give me access to your phone records. I want to see them for a few months.”

“Anything you want.”

She stared at him. “If she texts or calls you from a different number, you tell me immediately before blocking it. If she calls you at work, and you can’t block the call there, you’ll hang up immediately and tell me about it. If anyone tries to contact you directly for her, except her attorney, you will not engage and will hang up immediately. You won’t have any contact with her.”

“Absolutely.”

“You will tell Ed I have permission to know anything about the divorce and stuff. And Monday, you’ll ask him to send her attorney a letter to warn her if she tries to contact you again, except via attorney, or she tries to contact me, or has anyone else do it, friend or family, on her behalf, you’ll have a restraining order issued against her.”

“I can call him right now and ask him to do all that.”

She stared into his eyes.

“No,” she said. “Not right now.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s late in the day, and I don’t want any more distractions.”

“Okay. First thing Monday morning. Anything else?”

She took his left hand in hers and looked at the scratches on his arm. Then she kissed them before clasping his hand in both of hers. “I’m sorry I scratched you, Sir.”

He smiled. “’Tis merely a flesh wound.” His smile faded. “I’ll take that and more. Whatever I have to.”

She hooked her fingers around the back of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss, hard and deep, the kind of kiss they’d used to share.

He rested his forehead against hers. “I missed you so much, pet,” he whispered. “There wasn’t a day I didn’t think about you and miss you. I’d catch myself wanting to text you to tell you something I knew you’d think was funny or share something with you, and it killed me every time when I couldn’t.”

She wrapped her arms around him. “You gained weight.”

“I guess I gained what you lost.” He cupped her cheek. “We’ll get healthy together. In all ways. Inside, and out. We’ll work on it together.”

“I’m not going to lose you again and survive it.”

“I’m not going anywhere, I promise. And I’m going to marry you.”

“You once told me if you were ever not married to her you didn’t know if you’d get married again.”

“I was wrong. I’m not letting you get away from me.”

“I’m not the same person I was.”

“Neither am I. Let’s figure it out together who we are now.”

She took a deep breath and let it out again. “Yes, Sir.” She laid her head against his chest and listened to the familiar beat of his heart.


Chapter Twenty-Six



They didn’t go out to lifestyle functions very often over the next several weeks because a local newspaper had figured out Lynn was one of the winners of the lottery, put it together with her various pen names, and published a story about it.

Along with a current picture taken from her public Facebook profile.

The first time they’d gone to the club together after that, as soon as Paul had left Lynn alone to go to the bathroom, she’d found herself fending off people wanting to talk to her about a charity or investment or some other bullshit.

Derrick and Kel both immediately put their feet down and tossed anyone out of the club who bothered her like that, but she was sufficiently freaked out about the incident that she didn’t want to go for a while.

Instead, they sometimes went to dinner at Sigalo’s or to a private Suncoast Society house party, but Paul wasn’t going to force her to go to the club if she wasn’t comfortable there.

And weird calls had started coming in. He’d first thought maybe they were from Sarah, but then when some of them claimed to be long-lost relatives, he realized it was part of the lottery fallout. Lynn had already purchased a new cell phone, only giving the number out to close and trusted friends, but it was one more thing she didn’t want to deal with. Considering she still worked as hard as she ever did at home, only now throwing herself into different projects she’d let sit, it wasn’t like she could easily escape the situation.

Well, she could, but with her frugal nature, she wouldn’t. He loved her for it, even though he wished he could come up with a way she could get out of the house more often during the day.

They did go to dinner with Terrie and Mark, as well as Andrew and Rachel and a few other friends, so she was getting out in those ways.

Paul would admit he wasn’t looking forward to the first time he ran into Tilly. Fortunately, she was busy out in their California office, working on a movie they were producing, and wouldn’t be back in Florida full-time for another couple of months yet.

One good thing, at least, was that Sarah had apparently backed off. No more calls and no more visits. Paul hoped she had returned to therapy and had started taking her meds again, but it wasn’t his problem.

And he’d talked to the rental office at his apartment complex. As long as he left the apartment move-in ready, they would let him out of his lease early and refund his security deposit.

The plan was to move him out over the next couple of weeks so that, by the end of the month, they could turn the keys in. The bright smile that decision had put on Lynn’s face sealed the deal for him. He spent every night at her place anyway and every weekend. They were already living together. They hadn’t spent a night apart since he flew to Sioux Falls.

If he had it his way, they wouldn’t ever spend a night apart again.

He’d insisted that Lynn tell him if he needed to go home to give her space, but even saying good-bye every morning when he left for work was growing more difficult for him.

The excitement Paul felt every evening as he pulled into her complex and parked in his spot next to her car was something he hadn’t felt in too damn long. Coming home to Sarah hadn’t felt like that in several years. He’d felt like an annoyance to her in many ways, getting hit by her complaints about whatever chore he hadn’t done—despite the dozens of things he had—as soon as he walked in the door every evening.

It didn’t feel like rushing to take that step with Lynn, either. But it didn’t escape his notice that, somehow, whenever he unpacked a bag at her place, if she’d been with him at his apartment when he’d packed it, there were always a few more things in it than he’d remembered putting there.

Whenever he’d look at her, she’d wear an innocent, playful smile.

Of course he couldn’t punish her for it. It made her happy, and he’d damn sure keep her that way.

He was sitting at his desk a little before eleven on a Monday morning and going over weekend status reports when one of the guys in his department stopped by his office.

“You’re needed up front. Now.”

Shit. “What is it?”

He held his hands up. “Dude, I am not getting in the middle of this.”

With a bad feeling congealing in the pit of his stomach, Paul headed toward the entry area. As he approached, he heard the shrill, shouting voice.

A woman’s voice.

A very familiar woman’s voice.

“No, no no… Fuck no,” he muttered as he quickened his pace.

Sure enough, Sarah stood there, engaged in a tearful shouting match with the security guard manning the front desk.

“What the hell is going on?” Paul asked.

“This guy won’t let me back to see you,” she said, crying. “I just want to talk to you without that bitch around! She poisoned you against me. I was being a perfect wife. It’s because of the money, isn’t it? I saw that article about her and—”

“Is she your wife?” the guard asked Paul, talking over Sarah.

“Ex-wife,” Paul said. “Please remove and ban her from the premises. She’s not even supposed to be on campus. I told security that a while ago.”

By this time, a female security guard had made it there, and the two of them escorted a tearful and screaming Sarah out the front door.

Fuck.

When he turned to head back to his desk, there stood his boss, Ken, blocking the hallway. Without a word, he crooked a finger at Paul and motioned for him to follow.

Twenty minutes later, it was Paul, head of LP, head of HR, and the head of security gathered together in Ken’s office.

“How’d she even get on campus?” Paul asked. “After the divorce was final, I specifically asked security to remove her from the approved visitor list and told them why.” They didn’t have public access to their campus. Someone had to be an employee, a vendor, or an approved visitor to gain access.

“Looks like she parked off-site and snuck in through the gate with a bunch of people coming back from a smoke break,” the security chief said. “They radioed in that her car was parked on the street down the block. We’re going to be sending out a memo to not let that happen again.”

“Terrific. Better late than never.” Paul wondered why she wasn’t at work. Mondays were usually their busiest days at the office where she worked.

Then his boss took a deep breath, and Paul knew.

He just knew.

“Paul, you’re a nice guy, but we were going to do a round of layoffs late next week anyway. You already knew that as a department head. Your name came up. I was going to keep you off the list this time around. Unfortunately, with this incident, combined with all the last-minute call-offs you had over the past year, and the sudden leave you took a few weeks ago on top of that, it’s obviously impacting your ability to do your job. We’re going to need to let you go as part of the downsizing. I have to have a stable, reliable team in position that I can count on.”

Paul closed his eyes and groaned. He didn’t bother protesting the decision, listening as HR took over and told him he’d get a six-month severance package, his outstanding paid personal leave days would be converted to pay, and he could use the company as a reference. That this episode wouldn’t even make it into his personnel file. That he was simply a victim of a reorganization and downsizing, as would be five other people in their department.

People he’d helped his boss select for the chopping block and hadn’t been looking forward to firing.

Guess that problem’s taken care of.

As the security chief escorted him to his desk so he could grab his personal stuff and turn in his computer, work cell, and ID, he realized he hadn’t called Lynn about the incident yet.

Shit.

Less than an hour later, he was sitting in his car, parked off-campus in a nearby shopping center, and staring at his phone. He desperately hoped Lynn understood the circumstances and didn’t get upset or triggered that he hadn’t called her sooner. He’d put her through enough crap already.

He called.

“Hey, what’s up, Sir?”

“I…shoot. I need to talk to you.”

He fucking hated how wary she sounded. A tone that hadn’t entered her voice in weeks. “What happened?”

“I couldn’t call you immediately, but this is what happened, and this is as soon as I could call.” She remained quiet as he told her the story, and when he finished, he said, “I’m really sorry I couldn’t call you immediately like I promised. I had everyone standing right there, and then I had to talk to my boss, and—”

“I’m going to fucking kill that woman,” Lynn growled in a voice he’d never heard from her.

“No, you’re not, pet. I’m going to call Ed, file a restraining order, and I’m going to get a new phone so she doesn’t have my number. I don’t want to let go of this number until I know everyone’s got my new one. And I need to start looking for a new job.”

“You…could come work for me.”

“Huh?”

“Be my personal IT guy.”

“I need to do more than run a website and social media accounts, pet. I need a job. We need health insurance.”

“But I have health insurance.”

“It’s not good health insurance.”

“We can get better. I just haven’t shopped around for any yet. I haven’t had time. I keep meaning to. See? You can do that, too. Take care of stuff like that for me.”

“I will help you, yes, but I need to find a full-time job. A husband should be able to provide for his wife. Even if his wife is already a multi-millionaire.”

More silence. “What?” she whispered.

“We’ve already talked about this. What I didn’t tell you is I have the ring already. I was going to wait until I was living there to propose to you, but I think we both already know this is where that’s heading, and I wanted a long engagement anyway. So will you marry me?”

“Oh, my god!”

“Is that a yes?”

“Yes! Of course it is!”

“So what I need you to do is keep the front door locked. If Sarah shows up, call 911 and then call me, in that order. Do not open the door for her. Understand?”

“You think she’ll try to hurt me?”

“I don’t know at this point. All I know is that I don’t trust her. She’s off her meds. If you okay it, I’d like to call her doctor and therapist out of courtesy and warn them that they need to reach out to her. And that’s the extent of the involvement I will have with her. Is that all right?”

“You…you’re asking me?”

“Yes. I won’t do it unless you’re okay with it.”

She seemed to be thinking about it. “Just to warn them?”

“Just to warn them. That’s all. And to clarify to them that, regardless of what Sarah might have told them, there is no chance of reconciliation between me and her.”

“Okay. Yes, Sir. It’s okay if you do it.”

“Do you want me to wait until I’m back with you to do it so you can hear?”

Another hesitation. “No, Sir. I trust you. And it’s probably better you do it sooner, rather than later.”

He closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, pet. I appreciate that.”

His first call was to the therapist, who briefly talked with him and promised to try to call Sarah.

“I’ve been trying to get her to accept the divorce is final.”

“Yeah, well, good luck with that. Apparently she refuses to.”

“Apparently.”

After getting off the phone with her, he immediately called Sarah’s doctor and spoke with the PA, who was also familiar with Sarah’s case.

Of course, Sarah hadn’t bothered to take Paul off of her patient file.

Paul did that for her. “And this is the last time I’ll be contacting your office,” he said. “I want the file noted that we’re divorced and I do not have any contact with her from this point on.”

“Sorry, Mr. Harman.”

“She just cost me my job. I will file a restraining order against her. And if she harasses me or my fiancée, I will file charges against her. So I strongly suggest you all do whatever you can to work with her therapist and try to talk her into taking her meds.”

After he ended that call, he checked in with Lynn again. So far, no Sarah.

“I’m on my way back now,” he said.

He’d no sooner arrived and locked the front door behind him and was going to call out to Lynn that he was home when someone started pounding on the front door and ringing the doorbell.

He looked through the viewfinder.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered as Lynn ran up.

“Is it her?”

He pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “Yep.”

“Who are you calling?”

“911.” The operator answered, and he gave her the short version, that they needed police immediately, because his ex-wife, who’d just shown up at his job, was now there and threatening him and off her medication.

The operator stayed on the phone with him until two marked deputy cruisers rolled into the parking lot.

The whole time, Sarah had pounded on the door, screaming inconsolably, rambling, making threats.

And that whole time, he stood there, Lynn in his arms.

Lynn’s voice sounded painfully shaky, wary. “Why won’t she go away?”

“It’s all right, pet. This is okay. She’ll be gone shortly.”

When the pounding stopped, Paul looked through the viewfinder to see the deputies had Sarah facedown on the ground and handcuffed. Only then did he unlock and open the door.

After Paul and Lynn gave their statements, and Paul passed along to them Sarah’s doctor’s and therapist’s names and contact information so the hospital could call them, the deputies got her loaded into an ambulance that had been dispatched at the request of the deputies.

Even as they loaded Sarah into the back, she thrashed, screaming, crying, despite being strapped down to the gurney.

Paul took a business card from the first deputy. “There’s the case number for your attorney, sir. He’ll probably want that when he files the restraining order.”

“Thank you. That’s my next call.”

“Which car is hers?”

He pointed. “That one.”

“We’ll have a tow service pick it up shortly.”

“Thank you.”

Paul ushered Lynn back inside, gently shutting the door behind them and locking it.

When she burst into tears, he pulled her into his arms. “I need to call Ed before it gets too late.”

She nodded.

He kissed her. “This changes nothing.”

She looked scared.

Again.

Hoping he wasn’t fucking up, he reached up, fisted her hair, and forced her head back, exposing her throat.

After grazing his teeth along her flesh, he whispered in her ear. “Bedroom. Naked. Get your butt plug, lube, a condom, and a towel ready for me. Be waiting on your hands and knees on the bed, or I’ll give you ten with the hexrod cane.”

He spun her around and gave her a hard swat across the ass before shoving her toward the bedroom.

She ran, pulling her shirt off as she did.

Well, if it works, it’s not crazy, I guess.

It took him twenty minutes on the phone with Ed. When Paul made his way to the bedroom, he found Lynn exactly as he’d told her to be.

And she was so wet her juices were already starting to trickle down the insides of her thighs.

“Such a good girl,” he said, slowly sliding his belt out of his jeans, taking his time so she could watch him do it. “Good girls get rewards. Know what you’re getting?”

“No, Sir.”

“You’re getting that butt plug up your sweet ass. Then I’m going to tie you up and tease you while you suck my cock and keep it nice and hard. And after you’ve had that butt plug in for a little bit, I’m going to pull it out and fuck your sweet ass.”

Her head dropped to the mattress, ass in the air, her skin flushing. “Thank you, Sir.”

“Oh, you thank me now.” He dropped his belt onto the bed and started kicking his shoes off. “I’m also going to use my belt on your ass. Remind you who owns you.”

A soft moan escaped her. “Thank you, Sir.”

Subspace achieved. Pretty damn deep, judging by the sound of it.

Thank god.

It was good to know he could still distract her like this, derail an emotional outburst that might lead to a fight.

Not that he wanted to deny her an opinion, but sometimes, he knew she wanted to feel safe.

And she felt most safe when he took control.

Never again would he take that for granted or give her a reason not to feel safe.

When he was naked, he took the bottle of lube and applied some to his fingers before working it into her ass. She moaned, rocking back and forth in time with his motions as he added a second finger. It didn’t take him long to get her lubed up because they’d quickly resumed this play, too.

In a few minutes, he had the butt plug inside her and had wiped his hands off. He took a few turns around his right hand with his belt. “Who owns this sweet ass?”

“You, Sir,” she moaned.

He struck her twice, once on each cheek. “That’s right. Good girl.” He brushed his fingers over the welts that came up. “And what does my good girl need?”

“Sir’s belt.”

Two more hits, one on each ass cheek, no holding back. “Good girl. And why does my girl need her Sir’s belt?”

Her hands fisted the covers. “Because it means I belong to him.”

Two more hits. “Good girl.” She’d have some nice marks to look at in the mirror later. He rolled her onto her back and used his belt to bind her wrists over her head. Climbing on top of her, he lowered his cock into her eager mouth before lowering his mouth to her clit.

He was hard and ready, and it was a struggle at first not to come with his cock buried deep inside her sweet, hot mouth. But he soon had her moaning, rocking her hips in time with his tongue flicking her clit. Every sound she made vibrated through his aching cock, straight to his balls. Even better, as he backed off, not letting her come, she let out needy whines.

He lifted his head from her clit. “No, you can wait. I want to feel you come while I’m balls-deep in that sweet ass of yours.”

Another moan from her.

It felt so good being able to send her mind to that place she loved to go. Where she didn’t think about anything except what she was feeling, the sensations he gave her.

That she trusted him enough to let him do that to her again.

Finally, when he couldn’t wait any longer, he turned around and knelt at the end of the bed to roll the condom down his shaft. Then he flipped her over onto her hands and knees, pulled the butt plug from her, and replaced it with his cock. He started slow, easing the head past her rim, letting her rock back and forth until he was completely buried inside her.

With his thighs pressed against her ass, he pulled her up against him, one hand cupping her throat, the other between her legs.

“Time to come, pet.”

He bit her shoulder, hard, as his fingers played with her clit. His bite muffled the sound of his groan as he felt her ass tighten around his cock when her climax hit her.

He didn’t let go, his fingers speeding up, her helpless in his arms as her orgasm didn’t stop.

Now I’ve got you.



* * * *



The delicious sting in her ass from his belt and the feel of his cock impaling her ass, topped off by the lovely pain of his teeth in her flesh.

No way she couldn’t have come from just that.

His hand around her throat forced her head back against his shoulder. He relinquished his bite just to pick another spot and bite again. She moaned, her orgasm still going, loving this and loving him.

Finally, he’d dropped his self-imposed limits and taken control. Ever since the night Sarah had first showed up at Lynn’s place and Lynn had freaked out, he’d lost his inhibitions.

It felt like…them.

She lost track of how many times she came before he shoved her down onto the bed again and started fucking her, hard and fast the way she loved, until he finally moaned when his own climax hit before falling still.

And then he delivered a bare-handed slap to her ass.

She giggled. “Cherry on top, Sir?”

He leaned in to kiss one of the spots he’d bit. “You bet.”

He untangled himself from her and then helped her up off the bed. She grabbed the butt plug, and she got the shower started while he disposed of the condom. After she’d washed the plug, she stood with him under the spray.

“Come work for me, Sir,” she said. “I was serious.”

“So was I. I’ll help you, but I need to look for a new job.”

“You don’t need to.”

“I want to.” He kissed her. “I appreciate you wanting to make me a kept man—which I think is adorable that the pet wants to keep the Sir—but I need a job. I won’t do well not being busy.”

“First thing, you need to call Ed, today, and get the restraining order filed.”

“Yes. Crap, it feels like it should be almost night and it’s barely one.”

“We’ll probably have to testify at the restraining order hearing.”

“Yeah.” He touched his forehead to hers. “I’m so sorry. I thought life was smoothing out.”

“It is.” She wrapped her arms tightly around him. “You smoothed out the bump. I can deal with anything if that’s how you help me through it.”

“That’s counter-intuitive.”

“It means you love me enough to do what I need.”

“Don’t let me go too far.”

“Have I ever not safeworded when I needed to?”

“You hardly ever safeword.”

She smiled. “That’s because you don’t go too far.”



* * * *



They finished their shower. Before he got tied up with his call with Ed, he retrieved the ring box from where he’d hidden it in his computer bag and took it out to her. It wasn’t the most romantic way to propose but better now than something else got fucked up and drove her away.

He dropped to one knee in front of her and opened the ring box. “Will you please marry me?”

She immediately teared up, nodding as he took the ring out and slipped it onto her left ring finger. When he stood, she nearly tackled him for a hug and kiss.

“I love you, and I’m sorry this wasn’t exactly the way I’d hoped I could do it.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I have you. That’s all that matters.”

By that evening, they were scheduled to go to a hearing the next morning for a temporary restraining order against Sarah. Ed had called and found out that Sarah had been admitted to the hospital, but since he wasn’t her attorney, that’s all he could find out from law enforcement.

“She’s probably going to lose her job over this,” Paul said after he got off the phone.

He watched Lynn’s reaction, how she tensed.

“I didn’t mean it’s my fault,” he added, glad that she appeared to relax. “I just…I feel bad for her.”

“I don’t,” she muttered.

“I know, sweetheart. I hope she can get the help she needs, but it’s out of my hands.”

“It was never in your hands. That’s what we tried to tell you. It was always up to her.”

“I had to try.”

She leaned against the counter. “Once we get through this, can we please not talk about her for a while?”

“I’m sorry. Of course. I know you’re angry.”

“Ohhh, I left angry in the dust several miles back.”

“Are we okay?”

She held up her left hand. “Uh, yeah.” She shoved her hair off her face and let out a heavy sigh before walking back over to him for a hug. “I’m okay.” She stared up into his eyes. “I need that level of dedication from you, though.”

“You have it.”

“Then keep showing me.”

“Can I talk you into going to the club again one night?”

“Maybe. Why?”

“I want to show everyone how I feel about you.”

“You want to formally collar me?”

He smiled. “Yes, but that’s not exactly what I had in mind.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Two weeks later, Lynn and Paul were at Venture early on a Saturday afternoon before the space was open to the public. Paul had asked to make all the arrangements so as to surprise her, and she’d let him.

As long as he let her pay for it.

A request that she’d had to pay for by being tied up and fucked senseless, but he’d finally agreed to her writing the checks.

She was really enjoying this side of him being out all the time.

So far, they’d already had a pretty full morning, taking care of several things before this happened so that, once they were finished, he could take her home and do all the things to her he couldn’t do there at the club.

The butt plug she currently wore was keeping her on a low simmer, too.

He’d worn a new suit for her, too, and his goatee and mustache had finally grown back the way she loved.

And even though he wasn’t convinced that they went with the suit, she’d talked him into wearing the boots, just for her.

Lynn stood next to Paul, her back to the office door. They were talking with Tony and Shayla, who’d just pulled them aside because Tony wanted a private word with Paul. The sudden murmur of voices didn’t register at first until someone streaked past Lynn, shoving Paul back a step.

“You fucking son of a bitch. You know what I went through and you still put her through that? Motherfucker.”

Tilly hauled back and punched Paul in the jaw, hard, before anyone could stop her. “Ow!” Tilly cried out as she bent over, cradling her hand against her stomach as Cris and Landry hustled up. “Motherfucking shit biscuit! That fucking hurt. It always looks easy in the fucking movies.”

“That’s because you forgot proper form,” Cris said, trying to help Landry capture her. “Serves you right. You should have hired a stunt double.”

Lynn shoved herself between Tilly and Paul, trying to step back and herd him with her. He had one hand on his jaw and one on Lynn’s shoulder.

“It’s okay, pet. I deserved that.”

“Goddamned right you fucking deserved it, you bastard!” Tilly yelled. Injured or not, she was doing a pretty good job of avoiding being captured by both her men and Tony, who was now also trying to step between them and keep Tilly from taking another swing at Paul.

She straightened and held her hand out, flexing it. “I think I broke a couple of fingers. Motherfucker. I should hit you again just for that, asshole.” Landry finally managed to get an arm around her waist and spin her around so she couldn’t kick him or shove him away, and Cris grabbed her upper right arm.

“You’re going to have a striped ass to go with that bad hand, too, love,” Landry drawled. “That was completely uncalled for.”

“So says the guy who let Ross gut-punch Cris.”

“That was different, love.”

“How?”

“Because I said so. And Cris was expecting it.” Landry turned to Paul. “My apologies. If you wish to press charges, I understand.”

Shayla had apparently run off and returned with two makeshift ice packs, one for Paul’s jaw and one for Tilly’s hand.

“No, of course I’m not going to press charges,” Paul said with a pained smile. “Prison orange isn’t her color.”

Tilly snorted then shook her head. “Let go of me, jerks.” She shook free of Landry and Cris and stepped closer, Tony and Lynn both ready to react. “I won’t hit him again. I promise. I can’t, or I’ll have two fucking broken hands.”

Paul gently squeezed Lynn’s shoulder. “Step aside, pet. It’s okay.”

Against her better judgment, Lynn did.

Tilly stared up at him. “You fuck shit up again, there won’t be any place for you to hide. You understand me? I will make you my goddamned hobby.”

Cris let out a snort. “You’re lucky you’ve got clothes on and she’s not kicking you.”

“Yeah, I remember that story,” Paul said.

Tilly held out her left hand since her right was currently wrapped in the ice pack.

Paul shook with her, then pulled her in for a hug. “I won’t fuck up again. I swear. If I do, please promise to kill me.”

“You all heard that, right?” Tilly asked, triggering a round of nervous laughter from the spectators who now ringed them.

“Yes, love,” Landry said. “They all heard you. Do we need to take you to the ER for your hand?”

“Yeah, yeah. Later. I want to see this shit first. This is a collaring I don’t want to miss.”

Paul cleared his throat. “Not just a collaring. It’s a wedding.”

“Huh?”

Lynn nodded, smiling. “He’s putting a ring on it tonight.” She held up her left hand to show off the engagement ring.

Tilly’s jaw gaped. “Well, why da fuq didn’t you tell me that? I wouldn’t have hit him in the face, goddammit! Now the pictures will be all fucked up.”

“Don’t worry,” Lynn said. “We already took most of the pictures earlier today.”

“I’ll shoot the ceremony from his good side,” Kel offered with a smile.

“Well, thank christ for that.” Tilly hugged Lynn then hugged Paul again. “And thanks for not arresting me. Although Landry hopefully would have tried to bribe you if you were going to press charges.” She shot her husband a look.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” Landry said. “We might be well-off, but they are far richer than we are.” He smiled. “However, I would have enjoyed seeing you sit in a cell overnight. It would have given you a certain reputation amongst the Hollywood types and only enhanced your attack-dog image.”

Tilly tossed him a dark glare. “Sadist.”

“As you’ve said before, love, duh.”

“I didn’t think you guys were going to be able to make it,” Lynn said.

“I moved the schedule around a little. I have to fly back tomorrow.” She winced as she looked at her hand again before covering it with the ice bag. “That’s gonna fucking hurt in the morning.”

“Serves you right, love,” Landry said.

She stuck her tongue out at him.

Tony pulled Lynn and Paul aside again. “As I was getting ready to say before Tornado Tilly blew in, I have a job lead for you. We’ve got a DBA leaving, and I need someone. Probably won’t be as much as you were making before, but you’ll have benefits.”

Lynn had felt bad for Paul, knowing he really wanted to work despite not needing to. He hadn’t yet found another job.

And she’d finally admitted that if she was going to keep writing, she did need alone time during the day.

Paul looked at her. “What do you think?”

“Sir, it’s your career. I told you, even if you just go volunteer somewhere, I’m okay with it.”

He shook with Tony. “Thanks. What do I need to do?”

“Come in Monday and talk to me. I’ll interview you, and we’ll go from there. I still have a few candidates I have to talk to, but I suspect you’ll be a shoo-in for the job.”

“Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

Lynn met Paul’s gaze and winked.

He winked back.



* * * *



Paul wasn’t sure how he’d managed to go from taking it slow to now committing to spending the rest of his life with Lynn, but he wasn’t going to question it. Considering all they’d been through, and that Lynn knew her own mind—and that things with her felt easy in an almost scary way—he didn’t want to wait.

Lynn insisted, after countless hours of talking and negotiating, that what would make her feel most secure would be taking this step.

For her to know that he was committed to her.

After they settled into married life for several months, they planned to shop for a house. She’d agreed he would set the budget for it, and it’d be a reasonable house, not some crazy mansion. Something that he’d be able to mostly pay for on his salary.

Another reason he insisted on working.

He wanted the boom to be there as their cushion, for fun, for when they wanted to travel, for retirement. Also, so that when Paul saw her stressing out too much, he could rein her in, order her to take a few days off from working, and she wouldn’t have to worry about the hit to her income if she didn’t get a new release out.

Give and take.

Ed had found out through Sarah’s attorney that she entered an inpatient treatment facility, voluntarily, in lieu of facing charges for showing up and threatening them and the deputies who’d arrested her. If she stuck with it, and followed her doctors’ orders after release, in a year all charges would be expunged from her record.

On the condition that she never contacted Lynn or Paul again.

Terrie and Mark walked over. Terrie’s grin told them she’d seen the whole thing.

“She got him good.”

“Did you wind her up?” Lynn asked.

“I might have forgotten to tell her everything was copacetic when we talked the other day and I invited her to the ceremony, yes.” She poked Paul in the chest. “I hope it hurts.”

“It does.”

“Good.” She hugged him. “I will kill you and hide your body if you hurt her again.”

“No chance of that.”

“Hey!” Lynn protested.

“No hurting you in the bad ways,” he clarified.

She grinned. “That’s better, Sir.”

Loren called for them all to gather around. Gilo, who was standing with Abbey, was now taking a look at Tilly’s war wound before he gently fist-bumped with her good hand. Paul hadn’t been warmly received around Venture, at first. Better treatment than Cris had received, but Lynn knew once they started attending again on a regular basis, and people knew that they were back together, everyone would come around.

“Gilo,” Loren called out. “We haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“I’m Tilly’s alibi,” he said, triggering a round of laughter. “So be warned, if he turns up dead, Tilly didn’t do it.”

More laughter.

Including from Paul, who knew he deserved it.

“I’ve basically been asked to be window dressing,” Loren said. “Paul and Lynn have written their own vows. So I’ll let them take this next part.”

Paul had handed the ice pack off to someone. He turned to Lynn and took her hands in his. “I don’t claim to be perfect. I do try to learn from my mistakes. One mistake I will not make a second time is letting you go.

“What we have is deep and powerful, and it frightens me in some ways. I love you, and yet you bring out the dark side of me. And you love that every bit as much as you love the rest of me. You want that part of me, all the parts of me, and you accept me for who I am.

“I promise here, in front of everyone, that, unless you tell me you want out, I’m here, and I’m not leaving. For the rest of my life, I promise to do everything in my power to protect and love and nourish you, mind, body, and soul. As my friend, as my lover, as my slave, as my wife, and as my life. Because you are my life. I’m not an incomplete person without you. But with you, I’m a better person. I want to strive to always be as good as the person you think I am, and more. And I want to spend the rest of our lives together as your Master and Sir and husband, our dark demons snuggling together every night.”



* * * *



Lynn had specifically avoided mascara and eyeliner for this very reason, because she was already crying. Paul had refused to show her what he’d written for his vows, and now she knew why.

She’d have begged him to just marry her there in the clerk’s office when they filed for the license, it was so perfect.

That they’d gone down the same trail in their vows without comparing notes was only more proof to her that this was meant to be.

She struggled to recall what she’d written and hopefully did it justice.

“A couple of years ago, I went from on top of the mountain to feeling like I got buried by a rockslide. I thought I was digging myself out, but then I realized, I wasn’t. I couldn’t. Because I’d had the love of my life, the man who knew my dark side, the man who wanted and needed to play in those places, his demons and mine, together. And he was the very same man who’d sent the rockslide. I gave up.

“But then one day, I saw a little daylight. I started trying to dig out again, and there you were, your hand held out to me. While everyone who loved me cautioned me not to trust, I couldn’t not trust you. Because you hadn’t meant to bury me. I knew you felt horrible about it. Even though I didn’t know it, you’d been trying to dig me out. And once we were together again, you swore you’d never let me go.

“If we can survive what happened, I know we can survive anything. Regardless of what anyone else thinks, you’re the man I want walking by my side. You’re the man who I want to trust. You’re the man whose collar I want to wear and whose ring I proudly wear. You’re the man I love and who I know will stand beside me. And I’m proud to be your friend, your lover, your wife, and your slave.”

Loren smiled. “Rings?”

Terrie handed Lynn Paul’s wedding band. She slipped it onto his finger and repeated what Loren told her to say. Now her gaze was fixed on Paul’s eyes, unable to pull her focus from him.

When he slipped the wedding band on her ring finger, she didn’t hear a thing he said. Fortunately, Mal and Kel were filming it and catching it from Paul’s non-punched side.

“By the power vested in me by the State of Florida,” Loren said, “I now pronounce you husband and wife and Master and slave. Kiss your girl, mister.”

He grabbed Lynn, dipping her low as he planted a long, sweet kiss on her that made her whole body throb in really good ways.

Lynn was vaguely aware of everyone applauding when he finally stood her upright again.

Her world began and ended with him.

But he wasn’t done. After they signed the wedding certificate, Paul led her over to a bench, where he’d laid out five implements.

“Your choice, pet,” he said. “You get twenty from whatever you pick.”

She hadn’t been allowed to wear panties or a bra under the beautiful, silky black sundress he’d purchased for her to wear.

As she perused the selection, which ranged from her favorite leather slapper to more sterner implements, she smiled, and her hand reached for the most severe item there, the hexrod cane.

She turned, presenting it to him in her open hands. “This, Sir. Please.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Because…?”

“Because I want my Sir’s marks on me. And I know you like the way I jump when you hit me with it.”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes turning up in that delicious way when she knew he was looking forward to inflicting pain on her because she was more than willing to take it.

“Over the bench, pet.”

She assumed the position, her mind already spinning, falling, imagining what the pain would feel like and relishing it.

His hands caressed her ass, followed by the sensation of him laying the cane against her.

“I won’t make you count. Do you want them fast or slow?”

“Fast. And hard.”

“Noted. Ready?”

She smiled, her fingers curling around the edge of the bench. “Ready, Sir.”

He delivered them, hard and fast and at a blistering pace that had her screaming with agonized ecstasy by the time he finished. When his finger brushed against her clit, she screamed again, this time from the orgasm twisting through her nerve endings.

Reprogramming complete.

That’d been another reason she couldn’t come when he’d left. She’d needed that bit of pain to get over.

Needed Him.

He kissed her cheek. “My very good girl,” he whispered in her ear, even as she still trembled from the force of her orgasm.

He helped her up, wrapping her in a blanket and getting her settled on a couch. After cleaning the bench and putting their things away, he returned to snuggle with her, her mind a blissfully clear, empty haze.

The pain…

Him…

Happiness.



* * * *



Paul had hired a caterer, and their delicious dinner was apparently the main wedding expense, that and the gorgeous cake. Blue and purple and black accents over silver frosting with chocolate cake and raspberry filling.

Between the butt plug and the stingy pain in her ass, she was incredibly horny by the time they returned home. He didn’t even wait until they were in the bedroom, instead sitting her on the back of the couch, unzipping his slacks, and fucking her like that.

She wrapped her arms and legs around him, kissing him, holding on as he fucked another orgasm out of her while her sore ass rubbed against the couch. When he added his load to her pussy, he nipped her lower lip.

“Don’t let me go too far,” he hoarsely said. “Never let me go too far.”

“I won’t, Sir. I promise. Don’t you ever hold back.”

“I promise.”

He carried her into the bedroom, where he made love to her again. This time, he had her ride him while he held a vibrator against her clit, the butt plug making her feel even more full with his cock inside her.

After cleaning up and returning to bed to snuggle, she draped her body over his, her ear pressed to his chest.

“Love you, pet.”

She nipped his pec. “Love you, too, Sir.”

He reached down and slapped her sore ass, making her giggle and squeal.

“I really need to quit reinforcing your bad behavior,” he muttered. “I keep forgetting you like it when I spank you.”

More giggles from her. A familiar banter between them.

“Answer me something honestly,” he said a few minutes later.

“Yes?”

“Is the rock slide gone? I wanted to take my time, and now we’re married. I can’t lose you again.”

She raised her head to look him in the eye. “I’ve never been happier in my entire life than I am right now.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



A week later, they were fulfilling another promise Paul had made to her. “Ohh, this is going to hurt, isn’t it?” he muttered.

Lynn sat next to Paul, holding his right hand.

On his left side sat the tattoo artist, the same man who’d done hers.

“You can take it, Sir,” she said. “This is nothing.”

“Nothing, my ass.”

“I can’t believe you’ve never had a tattoo before.”

“Better late than never, right?”

“Right.”

He wasn’t about to back down from this promise. One more way he could tangibly show Lynn his love.

To make up for the shit she’d survived.

By the time the guy was done over an hour later, Paul had an elaborate version of the same tat she did, on his upper left arm.

Then it was her turn.

Not only was she getting a little extra edging added to her tat so it matched his, she was also getting a vine pattern he’d picked out tattooed around her right ankle, along with his initials.

A permanent reminder to her that she wasn’t just his wife but collared to him.

A collar she couldn’t remove.

The funny thing was, by the time she was done with her two tattoos, she was so deep in subspace she was hornier than hell and wanted a good hard fucking.

Didn’t help that he’d made her wear her butt plug for it.

By the time they got home, she was begging him for that hard fucking. So he bent her over the bed and gave her exactly that, using a vibrator to make sure she came until she finally called yellow before he finished fucking her and climaxed.

They lay there in silence for a long moment, fingers laced, staring at each other. “Better?” he asked.

She smiled. “Better.”

They cleaned up so they could eat dinner. As Lynn walked past her office, she realized she’d forgotten to close the door.

There sat Vinnie, proudly pawing at a piece of paper, trying to shred it like she’d shredded the others now scattered around her on the floor.

When she saw Lynn, she sat up. “Meow.”

“Oh, you little shit.”

“What?” Paul called out from the kitchen.

“Guess.”

He joined her in the office doorway. Upon seeing Paul, Vinnie got up and strolled over, loving up on him.

He scooped her up, gently head-butting her as she purred in his arms. “Do you think she’s finally forgiven me for leaving?”

“Are you asking me or the cat?”

“I’m asking you about the cat.”

She stroked Vinnie’s head. “I think she’s happy life’s back to normal around here.” She rested her head against Paul’s. “I know I am.”

“You’re not the only one, pet,” he said. “And I’m still taking that job Tony got me.”

She pouted. “What if I promised to stay naked all the time?”

“You would anyway, if I told you to.”

“That’s beside the point,” she said.

He smiled. “What if I ordered you to wear clothes all the time?”

She frowned. “Red. That’s just mean.”

He laughed and set Vinnie down so he could pull Lynn in for a hug. “Love you, baby.”

She pressed her body against him. Her rock. Her anchor.

Her lighthouse restored.

“Love you, too, Sir.”





THE END
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