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Suncoast Society

Two Against Nature

Holly’s severe, chronic pain from her fibromyalgia isn’t merely physical, it is emotional, too. Her brother, Louis, sits in jail, wrongly convicted of their mother’s murder. Nothing will stop Holly’s efforts to get his sentence overturned. She has put her life on hold to make it happen.

Walt has avoided the fact that he has insulated himself from moving forward because he still holds a torch for his ex, Kimbra. When he meets Holly, he knows he can help her in more ways than one—Kimbra is an attorney, and a friend. Walt is also a heavy sadist who wants to show Holly how the good kinds of pain can help her overcome the bad.

While work commences to free Louis, Walt realizes exactly how hard he has fallen for Holly. As he finds himself fighting to show her that a spoonie and a sadist can make a relationship work, will he convince her that two against nature can absolutely be perfect for each other?
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DEDICATION

 

 

To Hubby and Sir and my family and friends. Thanks for putting up with a spoonie. I know it doesn’t make life easy.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

 

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

4. The Reluctant Dom

5. The Denim Dom

6. Pinch Me
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28. One Ring
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37. Beware Falling Rocks

38. Dangerous Curves Ahead

39. Two Against Nature

 

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.

For those who follow me on social media, it’s no secret that I have some health issues, including fibromyalgia. The things Holly tries to find some relief are based on methods I personally have tried and experienced. Before attempting or using any alternative methods, however, make sure to consult with your own health care professional and use at your own risk.

The story Holly refers to is called “The Spoon Theory” and was written by Christine Miserandino.

 

Find it here: 

https://butyoudontlooksick.com/articles/written-by-christine/the-spoon-theory/
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Chapter One

 

“You’re coming with me tomorrow night, like it or not. No excuses, and I’m driving. That way, you can’t bail on me.” Joyce played with the straw in her strawberry banana smoothie and nodded her head, as if that were the final word on the matter.

Then again, in Joyce’s mind, it probably was the final word on the matter, regardless of what Holly thought to the contrary.

Holly tucked a stubborn strand of hair behind her ear, under her glasses. “What if I don’t want to go out tomorrow night?”

“That would be different from any other Saturday night…how? You never want to go out. Do you have plans?”

Holly ignored her friend’s snark. “No, I don’t have plans, and that’s not the point.”

“If you don’t have plans, you’re coming with me. Period.”

Holly had worked with Joyce for years and they’d become…sort of friends.

The closest thing Holly had to what passed for friends in her life.

Joyce was one of the few people who’d known her for a while and who hadn’t shied away from her because of what had happened six years earlier. That’s why Holly usually tolerated Joyce when she got pushy like this.

Besides, it wasn’t like Holly had a shit-ton of friends to start with.

“What’s going on there tomorrow night, anyway?” Holly asked.

“A couple of demos. Fire cupping, rope, pummeling.”

“Annnd?” There had to be more than that. Holly knew there was always more when it came to Joyce.

Joyce rolled her eyes. “I’ve been chatting with a guy on Fet, okay?”

“And now I know why you’re really so hot to get me to Venture tomorrow night.”

“I want a wingman, all right? Is that so bad?”

“It’s not bad, but a little heads-up would have been nice. Or, you know, honesty.”

Joyce rolled her eyes again. At this rate, she could go bowling with them. “Because I’m not up to hearing a warning speech from you today. I’m not going to do something stupid with him. I’m taking my time, just like you told me to. He’s nice, he’s cute, and he’s gainfully employed. Plus, I know a couple of people who know him in real life, and they said he’s not a serial killer.”

“That’s always a stellar endorsement,” Holly drawled.

Joyce’s eyes widened in horror as she clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my god. I’m sorry, Hol, I—”

Holly waved her off. “It’s fine. I know what you meant. You don’t need to walk on eggshells around me.”

Joyce’s hand returned to playing with her straw. “How’s Louis doing?” she softly asked. “You haven’t mentioned him lately.”

Holly let out a sigh. She rarely—meaning never—talked about her brother with anyone. Other than Joyce. And even then only when pushed into a corner, like now. “As well as can be expected.”

“No luck with that last lawyer you talked to, huh?”

“You mean the guy that said, oh, sure, he’d take a look at the evidence. For five grand and no guarantees of anything other than just opening the file to read it.” Holly poked at her salad with her fork. “I don’t have that kind of money,” she quietly said. “Especially to toss at some guy with fancy TV commercials and an ugly suit.”

“I thought he was supposed to be good?”

“Maybe if it’s a DUI case or something. I don’t know. The only thing good was the free consultation. Just from the look on his face I could tell he’d heard his fill of ‘innocent defendant’ stories. I’ve gotten pretty good at interpreting that look over the years. Whether it’s a lawyer or a cop giving it to me.” Holly dropped her fork into her dish. She should eat. She knew she needed to eat.

Her appetite had fled.

“What about that group that handles DNA stuff? The one that’s done a lot of work in Texas getting wrongful convictions overturned?”

“I already talked to them. They’re backlogged. They’re mostly focused on death-row cases. He’s not on death row, and there are a lot of cases ahead of his they’re looking at first.”

“Sorry.”

“Thanks.” Holly picked up her fork and forced down another couple of bites of the salad.

She’d spent most of the last six years trying to figure out a way to get her brother a new trial. A fair trial.

Because, even though due to her injuries she couldn’t remember the circumstances, there was one thing she knew for certain—there was no way in hell her brother had killed their mother…or tried to kill her.

 

* * * *

 

Holly never imagined that, with a degree in computer engineering, she’d end up working in a call center for a finance company.

As a customer service rep.

At least it paid better than minimum wage. And it was a job.

She’d started out working in their IT department. That’s where she’d worked…before.

In college, she’d interned at the company, and after graduation had gone full-time making better pay than she did now.

At least I’m lucky they kept me on.

Unfortunately, after the attack, not only had she physically suffered, she’d suffered mentally as well. The harder she’d tried to integrate herself back into her previous position, the more apparent it was the attack had taken a toll on her in invisible ways, as well as physical ones. She’d been transferred into a role at the call center, which was less responsibility and less stress in some ways, even though dealing with frequently irate customers all day was a different kind of stress. It was that, or take unpaid leave and file for disability.

Which she didn’t want to do. Mostly because it’d be far less money than she’d make working in the call center, and she’d be forced to lose her company medical insurance.

She could pay her bills, and she had a bare-minimum retirement account, but that was about it. What savings remained after the insurance payouts had gone to paying medical bills and trying to get Louis a new trial.

As a last resort she’d consider selling the house, even though she knew after the events of that day it would bring far less than market value.

Several realtors had already told her that.

And since she’d already taken out a mortgage on it, she’d have nothing left by the time that was paid off.

Better to hold on to it. Besides, she had faith that one day she would get Louis out, and then they’d need a place to live. She’d been studying in her free time, looking at case law, doing research. She was no attorney, but in the past six years she’d learned more than her fair share of law.

What she needed was an attorney willing to go to bat for him, willing to actually look at the evidence with fresh eyes and not see her brother as a criminal and instead see him as a human being.

“You all right?” Joyce asked as they walked the one block back to their office building in downtown Sarasota.

“Just thinking about Louis.”

“Sorry.”

“I think about him all the time,” she wearily said. “It wasn’t just because of what you said. I live with this every day.”

“Maybe you could try one of those GoFundMe things?”

“I did, and got four hundred and sixty dollars and several nasty anonymous comments that he was obviously a criminal.”

“Why obviously?”

“Because he’s biracial.”

“Oh. I didn’t think of that. Sorry.”

“Again, not your fault.” Holly stopped before the front door and turned. “And yes, I’ll go tomorrow night. As long as you promise not to do anything dumb.”

Joyce crossed her heart. “You need to get out more.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Holly knew sitting at home doing nothing wasn’t going to help Louis.

If nothing else, at least it’d get Joyce off her back for a couple of weeks.

It was Joyce who’d first taken Holly to a Suncoast Society munch dinner a few years earlier. The only reason Holly had gone was to make sure Joyce didn’t blunder into something bad. Then Holly had met people, liked them, liked what she saw, and sort of hung around the periphery of the group. She’d been fire-cupped several times. She enjoyed watching more than anything. Mostly because she knew she couldn’t enjoy the majority of the play herself.

Since the attack, she was almost always in some kind of pain. Last year, her doctor had finally diagnosed her with fibromyalgia, likely related to the attack. Things like fire-cupping helped her pain.

And they were very nice people, although Holly mostly kept to herself and made small talk. None of them knew about her brother. She suspected she wouldn’t get nearly as friendly a reception from them if they did.

Hence the impenetrable, invisible wall she kept in place. She could be as social with them as she chose to be before isolating herself at home again for weeks at a time, only leaving for work and groceries.

Or to go visit Louis.

 

* * * *

 

By the end of her work day, Holly was done. Her pain levels had shot through the roof and it was all she could do to walk herself out to her car.

Joyce, who’d walked with her, noticed. “Look, if you don’t feel up to going tomorrow night, I understand.”

At least Joyce was usually considerate about Holly’s pain levels, since she had a sister with fibromyalgia.

“I’ll try to go. Let’s say it’s a date unless I cancel.” Holly had already talked herself into it anyway.

“Anything I can do to help? I’ll pick you up at eight. Or do you want me to come over early and help out with anything? I don’t mind.”

And this was one of the reasons Holly considered Joyce a friend. The woman had a good heart even if her brain frequently disconnected from her common sense. “I’m okay, thanks. I’m going to go home and soak for a while and then head to bed.”

“Okay.” Joyce offered her up a gentle fist bump, Holly’s preferred method of physical interaction. Far less painful than a handshake or a hug.

Some days, Holly could barely stand wearing clothes, much less being hugged.

By the time she pulled into her driveway, Holly was thankful for the fact that she’d restocked her freezer with frozen pot pies the week before. They weren’t the most nutritious dinner choice, but they only took a couple of minutes to nuke, and practically zero brain power or strength to do it.

Once she finished eating, she filled her bathtub with hot water and Epsom salts, sank into it up to her neck, and let her mind wander. She occupied what had been the master bedroom, her former bedroom now her home office.

Her brother’s bedroom lay almost exactly the way he’d left it. She went in once a month to dust, but that was it. At first, after her discharge from the hospital, she spent nearly every night in his bed, hugging his pillow and crying herself to sleep.

Her little brother had a gentle soul, a sweet way.

That he was in jail for something he did not do was the ultimate “fuck you” from life itself.

When she’d been brought out of her medically induced coma, her mother and step-father had been dead for almost two weeks, but it’d been another week before she’d finally been awake and aware enough to realize that police were accusing Louis of everything.

There was a gaping black hole in her memories, though. She remembered leaving work that Wednesday, the day of the attack, but that was it.

Nothing else.

Her step-father had been fired earlier that day for threatening some of his coworkers. He’d always had a temper when he was drinking, which had likely been more often than Holly had realized.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that he’d been fired, got drunk on his way home, and then she and her mom had been attacked.

Holly had sat in the courtroom and glared at the jury as the verdict was read against Louis. None of them would look at her.

The smug grin on the prosecutor’s face as he and his assistants congratulated themselves made Holly want to vomit.

How the man had then turned and glared at her, as if she were to blame in her own attack, an attack she’d told the guy that her brother could not have committed.

Even testifying on the stand in her brother’s defense—what little she could testify about—regarding her step-father’s temper, the prosecutor had ripped her apart and made her look like she’d hated the man.

No, she’d loved her step-father. When Jason Davids was sober and in a good mood, he’d been a great step-dad to them both. It was the other times he was a shit, and those had usually been few and far between until the later years, nothing this vicious, until before the attack.

Holly had still been living there, at her mother’s insistence. She’d wanted Holly to be able to save up for a place of her own while she worked. In retrospect, Holly realized maybe it was more so her mom and Louis wouldn’t have to be alone with the guy.

The bedroom she occupied was formerly her parents’ bedroom. The house had belonged to her mom when she married Jason three years after their father’s death when Holly was eight and Louis was three. Both Holly and Louis had liked the man. He was the only father Louis could remember.

One of the things Holly had done with a little of the insurance money had been to remove the carpet in the living room, hallway, and master bedroom, and put down laminate flooring that looked like wood.

It was that or recarpet them, because of the bloodstains.

She’d painted the master bedroom and living room a bright, cheery yellow that Jason never would have approved of, and she paid a couple of Louis’ friends to help her move the furniture around.

How was she to know Louis’ attorney was an idiot? She’d had no experience in that before. When she’d started to call around for a criminal defense attorney, Louis had told her not to worry about it because he had a public defender. Then the medical bills started hitting, hard and heavy, and she realized that her health insurance would only cover so much of it.

She’d had her mom and step-father cremated. Her mom’s urn sat on a shelf next to their father’s urn, flanked by their wedding picture and a picture of the four of them together the day Louis’ adoption was finalized.

Her step-father’s ashes she’d unceremoniously dumped into Sarasota Bay one night. As far as she was concerned, it was better than he deserved. She’d given serious thought to maybe collect dog shit from a neighbor’s backyard and mix that in with his ashes, or to simply flush him down the toilet, but realized that would be stooping to his level.

Had he only left a damn suicide note or something, then killed himself before Louis got home…

On the other hand, she might have been dead by then.

Had Louis worked as late as he’d been supposed to and not gotten off early because he was nearly at overtime for the week…

Had her step-father not blown his top at coworkers and gotten fired…

Had she gone out to dinner with friends immediately after work like she’d originally told her mom she was going to, instead of going home first to change clothes…

Holly wondered if Jason had even planned to attack her, or if she and Louis were supposed to come home to find them dead. Maybe she’d walked in and interrupted him attacking her mom, tried to help, and was also attacked.

But the black hole in her memory revealed nothing.

Closing her eyes, she tipped her head back into the water for a moment. Part of her was glad she couldn’t remember the attack.

Part of her wished she’d been in a better frame of mind so she could have lied and said yes, she absolutely remembered the attack, and that it was Jason who did it, not Louis.

Water under the bridge now. Louis was paying for simply trying to defend himself and her and their mom.

If it was the last thing she ever did, she would keep fighting, somehow, to get him out of jail and clear his name.


Chapter Two

 

“Raise your hand on the side you hear a tone, okay?”

The young girl, who’d just recovered from a severe bout of spinal meningitis, nervously nodded. It was suspected the high fever she’d suffered might have impacted her hearing. Her even more nervous-looking mother watched from where she sat in a chair in the far corner of the soundproofed booth.

Walter Wells, who was seated on the other side of the glass, started the test. She was his last patient of the day on this Friday, and he was desperately looking forward to his weekend. The head audiologist at Proctor-Collins’ satellite pediatric center in Sarasota, Walt had worked for them for the better part of twenty years.

As he ran through all the tonal ranges on both sides, he noted the results. It was hard to determine from the basic tests the girl had every year in school as part of their routine screenings if she’d sustained additional losses, but it did appear she had minor issues at the far upper ranges in her right ear. Fortunately nothing drastic enough to require intervention at that time, but enough that he recommended regular follow-ups over the next several months, and he recommended the mom stay in close communication with her daughter’s teachers.

“And no loud music, especially in headphones or earbuds. I also recommend keeping disposable ear plugs on hand at all times for loud events like concerts or sporting events. They’re cheap, and you can buy a big box of them.”

The relieved mom thanked him as she took the paperwork. He’d write up a detailed report for her pediatrician and forward that, too.

As he finished the last of his reports for the day, he struggled to keep his mind focused. It was too tempting to want to think about meeting up with Tory tomorrow night at Venture.

They weren’t dating, just play partners. Tory was a very heavy masochist who needed the crap beaten out of her.

Fortunately for him, he was just the sadist to give it to her without qualms. He’d had a crazy week at work and would be more than happy to dish out a beating to a willing victim.

He jumped as a woman spoke from behind him, in his office doorway.

“Walt, can I borrow you for a moment?”

He turned in his chair. Cindy Saltzer was a recent college graduate and had interned under him for over a year before the hospital hired her on full-time. She was sweet, great with the kids and the parents, and had that fresh, eager, youthful vibe going on.

He felt like an old dog in comparison, but welcomed her presence on their staff.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“I need your hands. Non-verbal mom. I’m only getting about every third word she’s saying, and vice-versa. I don’t know which of us is more frustrated, but her baby’s coming in a close third.”

“Gotcha.” He stood and followed her down the hall to one of their three audiology labs. The woman wore a frazzled expression and held a squirming, even less happy baby boy who was maybe a year old.

He sat and offered her a smile, then introduced himself using American Sign Language.

Almost immediately, after a couple of questions, he discovered the source of Cindy’s issue. The mom had been born and raised in Quebec, and only recently moved to Sarasota with her husband. Her husband wasn’t deaf, but he’d had to work today and couldn’t attend to interpret for her.

While the mom’s primary language was French, she understood English just fine, but her ASL dialect wasn’t a common variant they usually saw in Florida in clinic. Yes, Cindy could have continued with the mom, using writing or text messages, but that would be slow and take much longer than him taking over for Cindy.

He turned to Cindy. “I’ll explain later. Transfer her to me in the system, please. Where’s her paperwork, and fill me in quickly.”

Cindy did that while Walt translated the appointment’s goals for the mom, only fumbling a little and having to go back and fingerspell in English a few things the mom didn’t understand. By the time the appointment ended, both Cindy and the mom were relieved he’d stepped in, making the appointment short and easy for everyone. The baby—who was the patient—tested fine.

Once they were alone, Cindy asked. “Why am I an idiot?”

He laughed. “You aren’t.” Once he explained and she understood, she shook her head. “Thank goodness. I was beginning to think I’d just had a nightmare from college come to life.”

“What nightmare?”

“I used to dream I was giving a talk in front of class in ASL, and even though I’d practiced and knew it forward and back, no matter what I did, nobody could understand me.”

She made an I in the middle of her forehead. Idiot. “I had that damn dream for months after graduation. Finally propped my diploma up on my dresser where I’d see it first thing every morning so I’d stop panicking.”

 

* * * *

 

It wasn’t as crazy a day as it could have been, even with the last-minute add-on patient Walt hadn’t been expecting. When he finally climbed into his truck a little after six that evening, he closed his eyes and breathed a deep sigh of relief as he sat there and waited for the AC to kick in and cool the cab’s interior.

Home.

All weekend, no stress, just what he wanted to do, on his terms, and his time.

He loved his job, even though he frequently didn’t have any control over what happened. He could help his patients learn to adapt if they had hearing loss, help their families understand. He did a lot of helping. He enjoyed that part of his job.

He didn’t like not being able to erase frustration, or tears of sorrow at “bad” news, or taking away his patients’ issues.

There were, however, more wins than losses, overall. He’d seen families go from initial shock to everyone learning ASL. He’d seen parents traverse the chasms from grief to amazement once they realized that hearing loss didn’t mean a loss of quality of life.

Sometimes, families became stronger as a result.

He’d seen amazing changes in technology over recent years that leveled the playing field even more. From text messaging to video chats that now allowed the deaf and hard of hearing to converse fluently, real-time, in sign language. Vibrant deaf and HOH communities springing up due to the Internet and social media finally allowing people to easily connect with each other.

A far cry from when his uncle was a kid. Back then, outside of immediate family, and fellow students he went to school with at the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind in St. Augustine, hardly anyone knew ASL, restricting him to writing things down or missing a lot. At that time, being deaf was frequently equated by uninformed people with being stupid or mentally disabled.

His uncle had gone on to earn a law degree, and up until his retirement a few years back had a flourishing real estate law practice.

Walt grew up fluent in ASL because of his mom, who’d learned it as a child to converse with her older brother. Which had led to Walt frequently being called into the office in school, even as young as in middle school, to help staff translate when a teacher or translator hadn’t been available.

His parents had forced him to take Spanish as his required foreign language elective during his junior and senior years in high school. As they’d noted, ASL would have been a no-brainer class for him, and they’d wanted him challenged.

In retrospect he thanked them for that, even though as a stubborn teenager he’d sullenly sat there conjugating Spanish verbs and wishing he’d been able to coast through two years of at least one class.

Finally, the truck’s cab cooled off enough he could close his door and buckle up. He stopped by Publix on the way home for groceries, and once inside his front door he could relax, unwind.

He’d thought about going to Venture tonight just to hang out, but while trudging up and down the aisles in the grocery store fatigue had taken over.

He was done peopling for the day.

After putting everything away, he settled in front of the TV with take-out sushi.

Ahh.

He’d just finished eating when his cell phone rang. When he picked it up and looked at the screen, he saw it was Kimbra, his ex-wife.

He hit end and laid it back down on the table.

She texted him seconds later, the phone buzzing.

Pick up. Work.

Then it rang again.

“I’m in a sushi coma. This better be good.”

She sounded like she was in her car. “I’m on my way over now. I’m driving. ETA ten. Make sure to leave your pocketknife at home this time, Fingers. You forget it in my car again, I’m not making a special trip back to give it to you.”

She hung up on him.

He let out a laugh as he stared at his phone. “You’re lucky I love you,” he said to the thing before he started clearing his dinner remains and going to put his shoes back on.

He was ready when she pulled into his driveway eight minutes later and she didn’t even have to tap the horn to let him know she was there.

Sliding into the passenger seat, he was buckling up as she pecked him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“You know, there is this word in English, spelled P-L-E-A-S-E.” He fingerspelled it as he talked. Then, he signed it in ASL, his right hand flat over his heart and moving in a clockwise circular motion.

She was already backing out of the driveway. Taking her right hand off the steering wheel, she touched her fingers to her chin and tipped her hand forward.

Thank you.

“Smart ass,” he said, flipping her a bird.

“You should know.” She flashed him a grin. Her dark golden brown skin set off her blue eyes. Tonight, her long, naturally curly dark brown hair flew loose and free, a playful explosion of ringlets she made no attempt to tame. Her Cuban father and black mother had playfully referred to Walt as the “family vampire” during the six years he’d been married to Kimbra, because he pretty much stuck out like one at family gatherings.

Still did, since he and Kimbra had parted ways amicably and Walt was still considered one of the family, even by Kimbra.

She also wasn’t wearing make-up, something highly unusual for her.

“So what’s going on?” he asked.

“I had taken a day off today, of course. Someone’s getting their ass chewed Monday for not calling me sooner.”

“Ooh. Can I watch?”

She flashed him another grin. “Sadist.”

“You should know.”

She snorted. “Fifteen-year-old kid. Mom’s deaf, and so is he. I’m still not exactly sure what the charges are, but the PD’s office requested me specifically, and the juvie detention center’s waiting on us.”

“When did they pick him up?”

“Three hours ago.”

Most of the time when Walt accompanied Kimbra, it was for adult clients in the middle of the night, or on weekends or holidays, when the jail had trouble contacting an interpreter. Her office always kicked him a consultant’s fee for his work, so he didn’t mind it when she called him.

As long as it didn’t interrupt a play date.

In less than an hour, they were seated in a conference room with two detectives from the Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office, the boy, Charlie Hensley, and the boy’s mother, Louise.

The boy looked terrified and the mother looked enraged.

Walt had a feeling they weren’t dealing with a hardened criminal.

While Kimbra was going over the arrest jacket and talking to the detectives, Walt introduced himself to the mother and boy and told them to hold on while he tried to figure out what was going on.

Finally, Kimbra turned to Walt. “He’s being held as a material witness and they want to question him. Since he’s a minor, they couldn’t question him until his mom or attorney was present because he asked for them. And they didn’t have an interpreter available. He’s not actually under arrest, but they couldn’t release him because he’s a minor.”

Walt translated for the mom, who finally seemed to relax a little and nodded.

Apparently, several kids were arrested for a series of break-ins, and another witness had named the boy as being a friend of some of them, possibly even being with them immediately after one of the crimes.

As the mother looked on, Walt had to calm her down again as she became more enraged and started yelling at her son—her ASL fast, choppy, and angry—as the boy retreated in his chair.

Walt translated for Kimbra and the detectives and tried his best not to laugh at the poor kid. “What did I tell you about hanging out with those boys? I warned you last month if I caught you hanging out with them again you’d be grounded until you graduate high school. Did you not believe me? Congratulations. You just lost your freedom. You answer all their questions right now.”

One of the detectives unsuccessfully disguised his laughter as a coughing fit. Two hours later, Charlie had given up his friends, and the mom had hugged both Kimbra and Walt after apologizing to the detectives and promising to make sure her son followed up with them with whatever they needed.

The boy was released to the custody of his mother—although to Walt it looked like he would have almost preferred he stayed in jail. She was still ranting at him in ASL as they walked out of the building.

Kimbra finished up with the detectives and they headed back to her car, her briefcase slung over her shoulder.

“Thanks, Walt. Sorry to drag you out on a Friday night.”

“Lucky for you I didn’t have a date.”

She arched an eyebrow at him and made finger quotes in the air.

“Hey, I date, on occasion.”

“An occasion that doesn’t require you meet them at Venture?”

“Aw, you jealous?”

They’d reached her car and she smiled at him over the top of it. “Hell. Nah.”

She did stop on the way home at his favorite ice cream shop and bought him a sundae. As they sat in one corner and ate their desserts, she eyed him. “So how is your personal life?”

“How do you think?”

She swallowed another spoonful of pistachio ice cream. “From your grouchiness, I’d say you’re still single and looking.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“Hey, when was the last fight we had, boo?”

“I’m not arguing with you, Counselor. Just sayin’.”

“Momma’s still pissed off at me,” she admitted. “Twelve years later, she’s still askin’ me, ‘When you an’ Walt gettin’ back together?’” She shook her head, her curls bobbing. “You are coming to dinner next week, right?”

“Miss Papi’s birthday? You crazy? Momma would kill me.”

Kimbra snorted. “True story.”

 

* * * *

 

It was close to eleven o’clock by the time Kimbra pulled her car into Walt’s driveway.

“You could come in, if you wanted,” Walt suggested.

She offered him a sweet smile, the smile he’d fallen in love with in college. “Sugar, I do that, bad things happen. Every time we’ve tried that. I’m done touching that stove. You need someone kinky, and while I liked getting our freak on in bed, you know dang well I’m a workaholic and not the slightest bit submissive. I’m married to my work. Worse now than when we were together. That ain’t changing, no matter how much it kills my mother. Two dominant people like us don’t make a marriage—they make emotional manslaughter. I wasn’t meant to be warm and cuddly and maternal, and you can’t handle being just fuck buddies with me. I love you too much to lose you as a friend and family.”

He let out a sigh. “It was worth a shot.”

“I know. And I’m proud of you. It’s been at least a year since you last asked.” She smiled. “Have a good night, sweetie.”

She leaned in for a kiss from him, this time a brief one on the lips, and she waited to leave until he was inside and had closed the door behind him.

Yeah, that was the irony, all right. Only his closest friends in the lifestyle knew that particular truth about him. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t still carry a torch for Kimbra. He’d been able to handle having a “vanilla” dynamic with her just fine, but it was being placed second all the time to her work that he’d grown tired of.

And she hadn’t been willing to compromise.

He’d wanted kids and loved being a part of her large extended family.

She’d flat-out told him when he first proposed to her that she didn’t want kids, and that she wouldn’t short-change her career. He’d admired her drive, her ambition, her fire. While she’d been totally honest with him from the start, he’d been a stupid kid, completely in love and thinking they’d still make it just fine.

Yes, they were better friends than lovers.

Didn’t mean he didn’t ache deep inside when he realized he still measured every woman he dated against her and universally found them lacking.

Kimbra told him he was being too snooty, too picky.

He’d thrown himself into play and the lifestyle, accepting that if he couldn’t find a good romantic partner, at least he could play.

Which he did.

And now, at forty-one, he was beginning to think that maybe Kimbra was right. Maybe he was being too picky and expecting far too much from others.

Maybe he was being unfair to other women.

Maybe he was trying to set himself up for failure so he didn’t have to admit Kimbra was right.

Maybe it was time he admitted he was never going to find a way to talk her into coming back, and that it was best for everyone involved if he didn’t.


Chapter Three

 

Saturday morning, Holly lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. It was a little after nine o’clock, and she was delaying the inevitable.

What wants to work today?

Starting at her toes, she started flexing and bending joints and aching muscles. The soak in the tub the night before had helped. Right now it was late July, meaning her best time of the year pain-wise. Hot and humid helped her not hurt as much.

Finally, she slowly sat up and stared at the bedroom floor for a moment.

What was I going to do today?

She’d have to look at her phone, at the daily planner app that kept her on track, to make sure.

Oh. Joyce.

She was supposed to go to Venture with Joyce tonight. That much she remembered. Right now, she was wishing she’d never agreed to it. Except experience told her she might change her mind twenty or more times between now and their actual meeting time.

I need to go.

Early on, she’d visited Louis every single Saturday, getting up well before dawn to drive to Hardee County, where Louis was incarcerated. After the second year, he’d begged her to limit it to once a month and on holidays, and that he’d call her every Sunday instead. In two weeks was her next scheduled Saturday to go see him.

She knew it was hard on him. At least now that he’d been accepted into the prison’s greyhound rehabilitation program, it gave him a daily focus. He’d successfully trained several greyhounds, and Holly had the pictures of him with each dog framed and hanging in the living room. The families who’d adopted the dogs also sent her periodic updates via e-mail, including pictures.

After a long, hot shower to loosen her muscles, Holly headed to the kitchen to make her coffee and take her meds. She’d force herself to choke down something for breakfast, too, to keep her stomach from getting upset later.

Maybe I can get fire-cupped tonight.

In her head she was already trying to figure out what to wear. Venture didn’t have a “dress code.” She had learned from past experience to dress comfortably. She had a cute black sundress she could wear, along with sandals. Sometimes she wore jeans and a loose blouse. It depended on her pain levels and whether or not she could stand wearing something for long periods of time.

Based on her pain levels right now, she’d bet on the sundress. Soft jersey-knit material, it didn’t rub or scratch or constrict her. She could go without a bra, too.

As she stood at the kitchen counter and waited on the coffeemaker, she stared out the window into the backyard. She paid the neighbor kid next door to keep it mowed for her. It was one of the few tasks she could easily and cheaply farm out. There were plenty of things she needed to have done, like replacing several sections of screen on the lanai, fixing the latch on the screen door so it didn’t bang in the wind, and several other projects out there.

Turning from the window, she tried not to think about drowning under the to-do list. There were a lot of great memories out there, of her and Louis playing, making forts out of boxes, having water balloon and hose fights. Her dad setting up an inflatable water play set one year, where she could slide around on it while their mom had held baby Louis and let him splash in the water.

Even plenty of good times with Jason, when he wasn’t in a dark mood.

The house had seen a lot of years of love before the afternoon of horror. Yet another reason she didn’t want to let go of it if she could avoid it.

It was one of the few things she had left of her family. Of their dad before he died.

After she had coffee, she walked down to the bedroom that had been hers and was now her home office. Piles of paperwork, files, law books, and journals were scattered over every available horizontal surface.

Maybe I should try to apply for disability. Maybe then I could get a scholarship to a law school or something.

Then again, she knew she couldn’t do that. Maybe before the attack, but not now. Not when it was all she could do sometimes to remember her own damn phone number due to brain fog. Not to mention the house was already needing several repairs and maintenance tasks that she couldn’t afford right now, much less do herself. Going on disability would mean a cut in pay and she’d lose the house.

She couldn’t do that.

The last thing she ever wanted to do was give up hope of figuring out a way to bring Louis home. But it was hard to keep hope alive some days.

So damned hard.

Especially when most of her extended family had disowned her for believing and supporting him.

 

* * * *

 

Joyce texted Holly later that afternoon.

We still on?

Holly knew this was her out but opted not to take it.

Yes, I’ll go.

Joyce texted her back. :) See you @ 8!

Holly had gone so far as to create a FetLife account a while back when Joyce first took her to events. She had a few friends on there, but socialized even less. Mostly it was so she could see events.

Holly opted to stick with over-the-counter pain meds for the evening and went for a pre-emptive soak in the tub. Her doctor had offered her some really strong painkillers, but the problem with them was that they didn’t help the pain so much as they dulled it, and her brain.

She had a hard enough time with her brain as it was with fibro fog already wreaking havoc inside it. Not to mention it was increasingly difficult to get prescriptions filled without pharmacists looking at her like she was some sort of pill addict.

So she’d opted to stick with a couple of milder medications, a muscle relaxer and one anti-anxiety drug. They helped her sleep at night, and she could take them when her stress levels shot through the roof, which exacerbated her fatigue and pain levels.

Eventually, she knew she’d be forced to move back into prescription pain medications, but she hoped to delay that.

She’d eaten a chicken pot pie for dinner and was dressed and ready when Joyce arrived to pick her up. After locking up the house, Holly headed to her friend’s car, a sweater in hand in case the building was a little chilly.

Joyce’s beaming grin greeted Holly when she opened the passenger door. “Ready to have some fun?”

Holly forced a smile in return, knowing that the woman was trying to help in the only way she could. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

 

* * * *

 

Walter hummed as he shaved before he grabbed a shower. He’d spent the afternoon doing a little yard work after sleeping late that morning. Tory had already texted him to confirm their play date at the club.

His sadistic motor was already humming.

Tory didn’t just want a good beating—she needed it. She was a friend of Kimbra’s and practiced family law.

The average person couldn’t play hard enough to take him at full speed.

Tory not only could, she met him head-on and challenged him.

He had fun playing with others, for sure, and enjoyed teaching classes such as bare-fisted pummeling and heavy impact play.

But most people he played with, he had to hold back and be gentle. And while it was still fun, he missed being able to let all of his demons out to play.

In some ways, even play with Tory wasn’t as satisfactory as he’d like, because they weren’t sleeping together. She’d hinted early on she wouldn’t mind exploring more sexually with him. But because she was a friend of Kimbra’s, he knew he shouldn’t cross that line, even though Kimbra had flat-out told him, several times, that she was fine with it.

Few things were more satisfying than having a partner he could unleash his sadistic side on and then fuck them into a happy sleep immediately after. Didn’t even have to be physically demanding sadism. He’d once had a partner he could tie up and then hit sensitive pressure points on her body, make her scream in agony, and not leave a single bruise.

Unfortunately, she’d had to move out of state for work.

She’d been the last person he’d dated and slept with, and that’d been over a year earlier.

In the twelve years since his divorce from Kimbra—not counting the several times the two of them had slept together early on before Kimbra finally put a stop to it due to him getting too needy after—he’d only slept with three women, all of them starting out as play partners. Three others he’d done orgasm play with and let them either blow him or give him a hand job if they wanted to, but now he wasn’t dating anyone despite having a couple of regular play partners. He had enough friends he could always find someone to play with at the club, if he was in the mood. Or if he just wanted to go out with friends, he had countless options there.

But no one he was romantically involved with at this time.

Maybe I need to listen to Kimbra.

He left home early enough to grab dinner with everyone at Sigalo’s, where he was a little shocked to see Lynn…and Paul.

Terrie, Lynn’s best friend, spotted Walter first and pulled him aside.

“Yes, he’s back, and yes, they’re back together,” she said before he could ask.

“And he’s not dead. And you’re not in jail.”

“I know. It’s a miracle, right?”

“What happened?”

“Long story. Interesting story. By interesting, I mean crazy.”

“How so?”

She grinned. “You haven’t heard yet.” She pointed at Lynn. “She hit the Powerball jackpot.”

He blinked, eyes widening. “What?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re not kidding.”

“No, I’m not kidding.”

“So she hit the lottery, and then Paul came back. Why are we trusting him?”

“Because he had no clue about her hitting the lottery when he came back.” Her smile faded. “Me and my big mouth let that cat out of the bag.” She filled him in.

“Ah. Well, she looks happier than I’ve seen her look in two years.”

“I know.” She patted him on the arm. “Now if we could just find you someone.”

“Oh, do not go siccing the matchmaker’s society on me.”

“Would I do that?”

“Yes, you would.” He finally focused on her. “If I need the extra help, I’ll ask. I promise.”

Walter ended up at the far end of the table from Lynn and Paul, where he chatted with Tony and Shayla for most of the meal. By the time he reached Venture, Tory was already there and ready to play.

“Someone’s wound up,” he teased when she practically bounced over to him upon walking into the dungeon with his gear.

“You have no idea how badly I need this tonight. Finally resolved the nastiest divorce case I’ve had to deal with yet. Three kids, custody and support issues, neither party wanting to adult and both me and opposing counsel practically ripping our hair out at their antics. I joked with the guy that I thought the parents needed a good hard spanking to get their heads on straight, and he agreed with me.”

“Yikes.”

“Yeah. Honestly? It was me and the other attorney who worked it out like adults, because those two never should have had kids. I feel sorry for their children. I joked with him that I wondered if we could get away with slipping a clause in there that both parties had to get sterilized so neither could reproduce again, and he seriously considered trying it.”

“Ouch.”

“Exactly. So I hope you brought your A-game, buddy.” She grinned up at him. “Not even driving myself home tonight. I rode with friends so I could just collapse and enjoy the bliss after.”

“Smart woman.”

She let out a snort. “Apparently not, or I would have gone into something other than law.”

Another reason he enjoyed playing with Tory was her sense of humor. “Then go pick your poison, kiddo. I’ll let you decide where you want to scene.”

“Goodie!” She streaked off into the new side of the dungeon to scope out available play stations while Walter chuckled and followed her.


Chapter Four

 

Holly and Joyce paid their entry fees when they arrived at Venture, received their wristbands, and then Holly followed Joyce inside.

“I don’t think he’s here yet,” Joyce said.

“Don’t you know what this guy looks like?” Holly already had a bad feeling about Joyce’s “date” for the evening. Not so much about the guy himself but about the overall circumstances.

“Yeah, I do, smart-ass.” Joyce looked around. “I just don’t see him yet.”

Joyce had a tendency to jump into relationships fast and without looking carefully first. Which, invariably, ended up imploding, leaving Holly to listen to her coworker kvetch about her latest romantic failure during their lunch hour. Holly had long since given up trying to point out to her friend where she obviously went wrong each time, because it would land on oblivious ears.

Besides, Joyce would only turn around and do it again.

So far, the woman had avoided getting herself into any horrible circumstances, but Holly was afraid it was only a matter of time before Joyce’s poor judgment lost out to a predator who had no conscience or respect for consent and hard limits.

They were there maybe five minutes when Nate arrived. He spotted her first and headed over to their table in the social area, toting a large rolling case with his supplies. He was one of the few people who knew about her medical condition, because he’d fire-cupped her and done acupuncture on her before. He didn’t, however, know the exact circumstances behind her injuries that had led to her fibromyalgia.

“Hello, Holly. You look like you’re hurting.” He held his fist out for a bump from her, which touched her, that he remembered a little fact like that. He was a nice guy, and his wife was a lucky woman. Holly never got a creepy vibe from Nate, just good ole caring and compassion. She always reminded him a little of a young, playful Professor Snape, including sometimes slipping into a British accent.

He arched an eyebrow at her before he crooked his finger, motioning for her to follow.

“I thought you were supposed to do a fire cupping demo?” she asked.

“I am, unofficially. But I’m here every other week, at least. And I wasn’t going to do it until much later anyway. Scrye’s going to be flying someone and teaching basic suspension early tonight because they have to leave by eleven. Plus, there’s Walter and Tory for people to watch. So let’s go. No excuses, my dear.”

Holly looked at Joyce, who smiled and shooed her away. “Go. Let him help you.”

“You sure? I don’t feel right leaving you alone.”

“Positive. I’m here, and I’m totally safe. Not many places safer to meet someone for the first time than here. If I need help, I’ll scream red at the top of my lungs.”

Holly wagged a finger at her. “You’d better.” She got up and followed Nate across the dungeon to the new side.

Walter and Tory were already setting up to scene at the front of the space, Tory’s wrists immobilized over her head in suspension cuffs clipped to a metal bar suspended from lengths of chain.

Holly had seen Walter play before, and while he was handsome and fun to watch, he was so far out of her league they weren’t even in the same solar system. He was a heavy sadist, an extremely heavy player in a scene, even though the few times she’d spoken with him he seemed to be a very nice guy.

It confused Holly when Nate stopped in the far back corner, which was empty. “Hold on,” he said with a playful smile. He walked over to a storage space under the stairs there that led to more storage space above the bathrooms and returned with a folding massage table. “I got smart and started keeping an extra one here.”

“Ah.”

He got it set up while Holly went to use the bathroom. On her return, she fetched a couple of towels and a light fleece throw from the rack provided for free by the club. She didn’t need any prompting to strip the sundress off and then spread the towels out under her before she carefully climbed onto the table and laid facedown.

Her head was facing Walter and Tory, and while Nate prepared his fire cupping supplies on a rolling table he brought over, she watched them play. Without her glasses on they were a little blurry, but she could still see them.

In many ways, Holly envied Tory, and any other submissive who could take a fraction of that level of play. It was beautiful to watch the dance between them, Walter using the music as part of his scene, not just his fists but canes and paddles and other implements.

It was raw and animalistic and sexy. She supposed if someone didn’t know anything about the lifestyle that it might even look dangerous and violent, but Holly knew otherwise. Having earned her knowledge of the human body the hard way, she saw how Walter avoided the spine, the kidneys, only struck fleshy, muscled areas. How he’d rub the hits in, checking Tory over before going after her again for another round.

Nate gathered her hair and tucked it safely up and out of the way. “Why haven’t you called Cherise to set up an appointment with me, hmm?”

“Because I work and keep forgetting. Fibro fog. Besides, you’re probably not open when I’m off work.”

“I told you I schedule after-hours appointments.” Nate leaned in, over her head and upside down, to glare into her eyes. “I also told you that if finances are an issue, I’ll either reduce my fee or give you free sessions so you can at least function. I can feel the pain radiating off you.”

His glaring eyes disappeared as he drizzled some oil onto her back and started spreading it around. She felt his fingers probing along her shoulder blades, down her spine, and knew he likely could feel every single myofascial knot on her. Especially when he made several tsking sounds audible over the music.

“I’m not going to ask you to stay late for me,” she mumbled, barely audible over the music.

“That’s not the point,” he said. “I hate seeing someone I know I can help not take me up on it. First cup.”

She closed her eyes as she heard him flick the lighter, then the feel of the warmth and suction that bordered on pain—the good kind of pain—as he placed the cup on her right shoulder, moved it around to position it where he wanted, then gave it a slight tug to make sure it had sealed.

“You’re going to bruise up badly tonight,” he said. “I can see it already. Before we leave here tonight, you will talk to Cherise and work out an appointment with me. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ah, see, you say that, but I’m not kidding.” He placed the second cup on her left shoulder and positioned it. Then, he leaned in, the sound of his voice close and low. “Look, I’m not an MD, but I take patient privacy just as seriously. If you need to talk to someone, I’m happy to listen.”

She kept her eyes squeezed tightly shut against the tears that wanted to flow from the compassion she felt. No, not creepy at all. Tender and kind.

Friendly.

It was more that than anything, the compassion she felt from him, that threatened to shatter her reserve.

“It’s a long story,” she finally forced herself to say.

“Then you might as well start talking, because you’re going to be on my table for a while. A couple of hours, at least. Once I get these cups placed, I’m going to place some needles and do a reiki session on you. Probably use the pressure cups, too, so I can use the pointers. So get comfy. You’re like a darn porcupine right now, you’re in so much pain.”

“How could you tell that?” she finally asked when she knew she wouldn’t burst into tears.

“Because it’s my job to be able to tell that. I wouldn’t be very bloody good at it if I couldn’t, now, would I?”

She opened her eyes long enough to glance around and insure no one was close enough to hear. Even had they been, the few people in that side of the dungeon at the moment were all focused on Walter’s scene with Tory. Because it was early in the evening and there were plenty of empty play stations, they’d be allowed to go over the usual forty-five minute time limit.

And they normally did.

Walter would keep an eye out and gauge how busy the club was getting and start wrapping things up when enough of the stations were occupied that he needed to free up the one he was using.

Since there was a second trapeze bar, as they’d dubbed them, that no one was currently using, it was likely he would scene with Tory for a while.

Nate poked and prodded Holly’s muscles as he placed and adjusted cups and she finally told him the story. Once she got started, it spilled out like a cracked berm releasing pent up floodwaters.

In some ways, it felt like a weight had lifted from her.

In others, it felt like she was drowning. Every time she had to tell the story it slammed home the harsh reality that Louis was stuck in a damned cell and he didn’t belong there. He’d saved her life.

It wasn’t fair.

Nate finally walked around to her head and squatted there so he could look her in the eyes. “Why haven’t you told me this before?” He reached up and handed her a couple of tissues.

“Because it’s not exactly something I want to shout from the rooftops.”

“But you said he’s innocent.”

“That’s not what people want to think, though. They think I’m his poor dumb sister victimized again.”

“I don’t think that. Considering the shit I’m seeing in the world today, my first inclination is to believe your brother is innocent, not the other way around. After Ferguson, I don’t see how any rational person could look at the circumstances of your brother’s trial and not think there’s plenty of reasonable doubt, at least, to exonerate him.”

“I wish the jury had been six years to the wiser,” she said as she carefully dabbed at her eyes. “Maybe they would have seen things your way.”

“There’s no other options?”

“Sure, but they’re expensive ones that I can’t finance. I’m still working on trying to find a non-profit who will take on his case. I’m also trying to find applicable case law, too, so I can write up a proposal I can send that doesn’t sound like a desperate sister trying to get her little brother out of jail.”

“But you are. Maybe that’s the problem, that you’re not focusing on you and that.”

“He’s such a sweetheart. He’s gentle. He’s not a mean person. He rarely even swore before all of this. He was a good kid. Every time I go to visit him, it’s like he’s grown a little more dead in his eyes. At least they got him into the dog training program. That’s helped some, I think.”

“Well, if dogs like him, he has to be a good person.” He offered her a smile, which she finally felt like returning. “I know that’s not the greatest joke in the world, but it’s the best I could do on short notice.” He gently touched her arm, so lightly it didn’t even hurt her, before he stood to get back to work on her muscles. “You know, maybe you should talk to Lynn.”

Holly knew who she was. “Why?”

“Haven’t you heard? She hit the lottery, her and her friend, Terrie. Maybe she’d be interested in financing your brother’s appeal. It’s worth asking. The worst that can happen is she says no.”

A few minutes later, Joyce walked into the room, a smile on her face and a guy following her. This had to be the guy she’d talked about.

They walked over. “Holly, this is Luke, the guy I told you about.”

Luke nodded to her. “Nice to meet you. Joyce told me you guys are friends and spoke very highly of you.”

Luke held out a fist, which even Holly would admit earned him a bonus point with her. Even after being warned she didn’t shake hands because of her pain, some people still tried.

Holly gingerly reached out so as not to disturb the cups Nate had placed and bumped with him. “Hi, and thanks, nice to meet you, too.”

“We’re going to go watch Scrye,” Joyce said. “Then probably play, if you don’t mind?”

“Why would I mind?” Holly asked.

“I just wanted to make sure.”

Holly arched an eyebrow at her. Joyce raised both of hers in reply, smiling and nodding.

The good sign.

“Holly will be stuck here with me for at least a couple of hours,” Nate said. “So run along and have your fun and leave my victim alone.” He practically channeled Professor Snape as he drawled it, making Holly giggle a little and Joyce burst out laughing.

Holly waggled her fingers at them. “Have fun.”

Joyce beamed her a happy smile as she grabbed the guy’s hand and they returned to the other side of the dungeon.

“First time she’s met him in real life, I take it?” Nate asked.

“How’d you guess?”

“The ‘Mother, may I?’ vibe.”

“Wow. You’re really good.”

“Reading people is part of my job, my dear.” Nate gently tapped the top of her head. “Now your job is to relax and let me undo some of life’s tribulations in you for a while.”

“I really appreciate this. It helps a lot when you treat me.”

“And that’s why I do it, stubborn. Now if you’ll start seeing me on a regular basis in my office, I can keep you from getting this bad in the first place.”


Chapter Five

 

Walt let the music pound through him. Apparently someone had let Tony know Walt was playing, and he’d slipped Walt’s custom song list into the evening’s Rhapsody playlist. The opening drum beats of Godsmack’s “Voodoo” vibrated through the speakers and washed across the room.

He stretched, stepping behind Tory, who knew what was coming as he started pummeling her shoulders with his fists.

Keeping time with the beat, using it, he worked his way around and up and down her body—thighs, upper arms, ass, shoulders—punching and slapping, keeping an eye on her body language and how she was moving. Tory had picked up the beat as well, slowly swaying back and forth as much as her restraints would allow. Blindfolded and gagged, she preferred her feet free for balance and to move around a little, but she never wanted to know what was coming next. She also used it as one of their emergency cues, holding one foot high off the ground as an alternate to red if he couldn’t hear her over the music.

She liked to bite down on the gag when she screamed.

Which she did a lot of.

Around him, the club dissolved. Not just the club, but the whole world. All he focused on was the music throbbing through him and the way his hands and implements felt as he played Tory’s body like a screaming synthesizer. This wasn’t just therapeutic for her, but for him as well. He could release his tensions of the past week, let his mind free, and allow his sadistic shadowy side loose to guiltlessly play with abandon.

When the song ended, Tory was breathing heavy, tears streaming down her cheeks from under the blindfold. He leaned in close, his hand holding her hair. “Color?”

“Green,” she mumbled around her gag.

“Good girl.” He tenderly scratched the back of her head, like he might a pet dog, before stepping around behind her again.

They were just getting started, and Walt was warmed up as Drowning Pool’s “Bodies” started playing. The rest of his playlist was filled with a mix of songs along this note—heavy, thudding bass, hard, driving beats.

Music to maul by.

Some people preferred to play to trance beats, or dubstep. That was okay, but he was more a heavy rock kind of guy when it came to his play. And for the next hour or so, the rest of the club would be along for his ride when it came to music.

He was vaguely aware of Tony emerging through the door from the old side and glancing around, nodding and giving Walt a thumbs-up.

Walt returned it as he grabbed two floggers from the implement stand he was using and started a Florentine pattern up and down Tory’s back and ass. She was totally naked, and by the time he finished with her, she’d be covered in bruises from her elbows up to her shoulders, down her back to just above her knees. He never marked her where she couldn’t cover them for work.

If he didn’t leave at least a few marks on her, she’d get pissed off at him. She loved deep, heavy bruises that took the better part of a week or longer to heal.

He was still flogging her when “Click Click Boom” by Saliva came on. Switching the floggers out for two lightweight canes, he started drumming along her body, making her dance and squeal as he kept her guessing from which direction he’d strike next.

The prey that wanted to be caught.

His cock strained against the front of his jeans. When he went home tonight, he’d be rubbing one out for sure. That was the only drawback to playing at the club versus at a private party. Not that he was sleeping with Tory anyway, so it was a doubly moot point.

More people filtered into the new side to watch him as well as to start their own scenes, and Walt once again tuned them out. If Tony or the other DMs didn’t keep them out of his airspace, he’d simply nail them on his backswing.

Wouldn’t be the first time.

 

* * * *

 

It was hard for Holly not to want to move her feet in time to the music Walt was scening to. She had a perfect line of sight to their scene. He took off his shirt and hung it on the end of the implement rack he was using as the music flowed into Pain by Three Days Grace.

He wasn’t a perfectly sculpted gym rat, which, for some reason, comforted her. But he had a nice body, his black jeans accentuating his firm ass and legs, and enough definition to show he was used to doing something physical but it wasn’t the center of his existence.

With his short, black hair and blue eyes, he looked like an intense furnace as he started in on Tory again with an acrylic paddle.

Nate had repositioned several of the cups on her back. “You should talk to him about playing sometime,” he said.

“Who?”

“Walt, my dear. Isn’t that who you’re watching?”

She suppressed a shudder. “I’m out of his league.”

“Don’t be so sure. I’ve seen him play in a variety of ways over the years, depending on where he is and who he’s playing with.”

“He’s a heavy sadist, and I’m not exactly a masochist.”

“Remember that techniques vary greatly. I once saw him do a sadistic reflexology scene that put what I thought I knew about the human body to shame. Had the woman tied up and then started working on her. Didn’t leave a mark on her and combined it with forced orgasm play. One of the hottest scenes I think I’ve ever seen. Gave me a lot of ideas, that’s for sure. There’s also things like the violet wand. He’s a devious genius with that.”

“I can’t handle pain.” She had to deal with enough of that in her normal life. She didn’t want it to be part of something that should be “fun.”

“There are different kinds of pain. The good pain helps do exactly what I’m doing here. Don’t lie to me and tell me I’m not hurting you, because I can see you wince when I place a cup. But it’s the good kind of pain, and it’s helping generate the endorphins and dopamine and all those lovely natural chemicals that form the good soup your brain makes to help naturally override bad pain. You aren’t the first person with chronic pain to use BDSM play to help overcome the bad pain with the good.”

She had to admit he had a point. And the thought of doing forced orgasm torture wasn’t exactly a bad one, considering she hadn’t even felt like giving herself any for…well, too damn long. The last guy she’d slept with had been three years earlier.

Then, he’d dumped her because he couldn’t handle her health issues.

She hadn’t really tried since then to find someone else. Not when she had other concerns on her plate.

By the time Walt ended his scene with Tory nearly an hour later, Nate had removed the fire cups and replaced them with pressure cups, as well as had placed a couple dozen acupuncture needles. Several people had walked over to watch Nate for a while, talking with him before eventually drifting off to be replaced by others. Walt wrapped Tory in a blanket and got her settled on a couch before collecting his implements and getting the space ready for the next person.

When he joined her on the couch, she was smiling, laughing, and looked like she was ready to run a marathon. After sitting there and talking for a few minutes, she bounded up and got dressed, racing off to hug someone who’d just walked into the new side and leaving Walt sitting there, alone, an indecipherable smile on his face.

As his gaze swung around and landed on Holly, she felt her face heat and she quickly glanced away.

He rose from the couch and walked over to speak with Nate. Then he held a fist out in front of her. “Hey.”

She timidly reached out and bumped with him. “Hey.”

“Wasn’t he working on you when we got started?”

“Yeah.”

He grabbed a nearby chair and dragged it over to sit where he could talk with her and Nate. “Sorry, I should have asked first. Is it okay if I talk, or would you rather me leave?”

“No, it’s okay.”

“This is therapeutic, not play,” Nate said in a slightly scolding tone. Then, to confirm it, he leaned in so she could see his face. “Someone hasn’t been in to see me like they were supposed to after the last time I treated them.”

Her face heated again. “I’ll talk to Cherise before I leave. I promise.”

“Good.” Nate disappeared again. He removed one of the pressure cups, which also had acupressure pointers in them, and dug his fingers into a knot, making her suck in a pained breath.

“Exactly,” he said. Then he replaced the cup in a slightly different position.

While Nate and Walt chatted, Holly was content to lie there and listen. She couldn’t say she’d spent a lot of time talking with Walt, but he’d always struck her as a nice guy, easy to talk to, not at all standoffish. Tonight was no exception.

After Nate performed a reiki session on her, he did one more round with pressure cups to hit a couple of problematic knots that refused to ease up.

“I was telling her about sadistic reflexology,” he told Walt.

The other man’s face lit up. “Ooh, yes. One of my favorite things.”

“She thinks she couldn’t play with you because you’re a heavy sadist.”

Walt tipped his head as he focused those gorgeous blue eyes of his on her. “Sure I could, if you wanted to. There are lots of ways for me to get my sadistic fix without playing heavy.”

“There are?”

“Absolutely. Is that why I never see you play?”

“I can barely stand for people to hug me sometimes,” she admitted. “Depending on my pain levels.”

“What about right now?”

“It’s always better for a few days after Nate works on me.”

“If you’d like, I could show you a couple of things tonight. No pressure. Only if you want to.”

There was no sign of Joyce anywhere. Holly suspected she and her new guy were on the other side, either scening or watching Scrye do his demo. The rigger was an artist with rope, and Holly had watched him several times, in awe of his skills, and even more in awe—and envy—of the rope bottoms who could do that kind of play.

“Maybe. Can we talk some first?”

“Absolutely. I would actually prefer to talk first.”

While Nate finished with her, Walt sat there and talked with them. Finally, once Nate had removed all the cups and needles and helped Holly sit up, Walt handed her the fleece throw she’d grabbed from the rack. In fact, he’d been ready with it, anticipating and swooping in to help drape it around her.

Protectively.

Stop it. You barely know him.

Still, it was the kindness in the gesture. She knew enough that just because she’d watched someone do a heavy, vicious scene didn’t mean that they weren’t a sweet person the rest of the time.

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” He offered her his arm to hold on to and made sure she was steady on her feet before letting go. She went into the bathroom to change back into her sundress. Before she pulled it over her head, she glanced in the mirror and saw exactly what Nate meant.

Her entire back was covered with the trademark red and dark purple spots that made it look like she’d lost a battle with an octopus.

By the time she emerged, Nate already had someone else on his table and was starting with them.

“Thank you,” she told him.

He pointed toward the door to the other side. “If Cherise doesn’t come in here in the next fifteen minutes and tell me you’ve made an appointment to see me in my office, I shall help Walt spank you, my dear.”

She gave him a playful salute. “I’ll go right now.”

Nate pointed at Walt. “I’ll hold you responsible for making sure she does.”

Walt also threw Nate a playful salute before handing her an unopened bottle of cold water from the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, but could you please open it for me?” she asked, hating to admit that she didn’t have the hand strength to do it.

“Sure.” He did, handing it back to her, and he matched her slow, halting pace out to the office where Cherise was helping man the counter. On the way, Holly had spotted Joyce tied to a bench over on the old side, naked and apparently enjoying herself as her new friend was having fun with her.

“I was given orders by Nate to talk to you about an appointment,” Holly told Cherise. “And that if he doesn’t hear from you in fifteen minutes that I’m getting spanked in the bad way.”

“Ah.” Cherise pulled out her phone and scrolled through her calendar. “What’s good for you?”

Holly gave Cherise her work hours. She came up with three different appointment times for Holly to choose from. After getting her set up on the calendar for Tuesday after work, Cherise e-mailed her the details. “Let me go tell him so your butt is safe,” she teased, heading inside.

The other volunteer sitting at the counter was about to say something when Marcia herded a guy out of the dungeon, through the office, and out the front door.

“And don’t let me catch you trying to get back in, asshole,” she yelled after him.

Walt straightened, concern on his face. “Everything all right?”

“No.” Marcia stormed over to the computer and pulled up someone’s records. “Asshole was asking me about Lynn. Wanted to know how he could get hold of her to talk to her about an ‘investment.’ Fucker. They’re creeping out of the woodwork. He’s officially banned.”

Holly’s gut tightened. Well, that settled it. No way would she even mention to anyone else about talking to Lynn, even if Nate had suggested it. She didn’t want to piss anyone off and get herself booted.

“Because of the lottery?” Walt asked Marcia.

“Yeah.”

Walt held out his arm to Holly for her to hold on to. “Would you like to go talk now?”

She took it. “I’d like that very much, yes.” If nothing else, it’d get her mind off her disappointment that one more potential road to earning Louis’ freedom had been shut down.


Chapter Six

 

They found an empty table in the social area and settled there to talk. Holly made sure to glance Joyce’s way again to verify she was still doing well. One of the DMs had just walked by, apparently checking out the scene. Then the man continued on to the next couple playing, apparently not concerned by whatever was going on.

Holly focused on Walt.

“Is that your friend?” he asked.

“Yeah. We work together. She’s been talking to that guy on FetLife, I guess.”

“Ah.”

“I really enjoyed watching your scene,” Holly told him. “I wish I could do stuff like that.”

“Well, like I said, there are lots of things we could try, if you wanted. Educate me about your fibromyalgia. I know a little about it, but not much.”

Sure that it would likely change his mind and scare him off, she told him. From the brain fog, to the pain that could be deep in her muscles, to her joints, to her skin. How some days were better than others. How temperature and barometric fluctuations could sometimes wreak havoc on her body, or stress, or overdoing chores. And that her symptoms could vary from day to day, sometimes.

“It’s complicated,” she said.

“How did it happen? What caused it, or do they know?”

This would likely scare him away since nothing else had. “I was attacked six years ago. Severely. Spent a couple of weeks in the hospital and longer recovering.”

“Wow. I’m so sorry. Did they catch the guy?”

Emotion flooded through her. Right now, everyone was focused on Scrye, or other scenes, and not on them. In fact, there was no one around close enough to hear them.

“I just told Nate, but he promised to keep it a secret and I would appreciate your discretion, too.”

He nodded.

“My step-father attacked me and killed my mother. But my brother came home and interrupted him, and there was a struggle. My brother shot and killed him. Unfortunately, my brother was charged with everything and was sent to jail. I’m trying to get him a new trial.”

“Why didn’t they believe you when you testified?”

“I have no memory of the attack.” She stared at her hands, hands that had held DNA evidence of her fighting her step-father. “But I know my brother. No way in hell did he do it. He never once changed his story. He was nineteen years old when it happened. My step-father had some anger issues and had been fired from his job earlier that day. He stopped at a liquor store, bought a bottle of booze, got drunk. The last thing I remember about that day is leaving work. I was supposed to go out with friends, and I decided to go home first to change, so I was home earlier than they’d expected.”

There came the understandable confusion on his face, the same confusion she’d seen before. “If there was evidence, though, why did they convict your brother?”

She fished her wallet out and opened it, showing him a picture. “Because of this.”

His eyes widened, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She’d become an expert in this. Narrowed gaze meant they were ready to tap out and back away. Wide eyes meant they immediately grokked the situation and would at least be sympathetic to Louis.

“Does he have an attorney now?”

“Not really, no. A public defender handled his case and bungled it, but I can’t get any of the non-profits to look at his case. They’re too busy. And I’ve already poured all the money I had into lawyers who were either dumb or lazy.”

“Are you busy tomorrow?”

She wasn’t sure she understood his question at first. “I’m sorry?”

“Do you have any plans? I need to make a quick phone call, right now, but do you have any plans?”

“No. Why?”

He smiled. “I think I can help you out. Wait here for me, okay?”

“Sure.”

He stood and walked out. When he returned less than ten minutes later, he wore a smug smile. “We’re going to meet with a friend tomorrow at five.”

“Who?”

“She’s an attorney who likes a challenge.”

“I appreciate that, but I can’t afford—”

“Pro bono. She does work like this all the time. You have files on his case, I take it?”

“Yeah. A whole office full. Why?”

“Then I’ll have her come to your place. I’ll need your address and phone number before you go tonight.”

“Wait.” Her head spun. “Who is she?”

“Believe it or not, my ex-wife. But she’s also a dear friend. Still family, in a way.”

“Ah. You have kids together?”

She didn’t understand why he looked so sad. “No, unfortunately. No kids.” He smiled. “I take it you’re single?”

“Yeah. I’m a double-barreled burden, between my health and Louis’ case. I’m really glad I didn’t take Nate’s suggestion.”

“What’s that?”

“He told me I should try talking to Lynn about funding Louis’ appeal. After the way Marcia threw that guy out, no way in hell would I even think about doing that now.”

“I wouldn’t be so fast to toss that idea out yet. Lynn likes to help people who genuinely need it.”

“No. I don’t have many friends. I dang sure don’t want to get myself kicked out of here.”

“Then why don’t you let me distract you?” Another smile, a kind one. “I have my violet wand kit with me. I could show you that, if you’d like. Maybe show you some of the pressure points I was talking about, too.”

Maybe it was how loose she still felt from Nate’s treatment. Maybe it was loneliness.

Maybe it was wanting something to take her mind off the fact that Joyce was now cuddling over on one of the aftercare couches with her new guy and Holly wouldn’t be doing anything but just sitting there staring at everyone else.

“Where did you want to do this?” she asked.

“I think the mats are still free over on the new side. We can go spread out there and get comfortable, and talk some more. We don’t even have to do anything.”

“Okay. Sure.”

While he left to get his violet wand kit from the truck, she went to use the bathroom again and get another bottle of water. Joyce caught her eye from across the room and gave her a thumbs-up, which Holly returned.

At least she’s got her next distraction.

 

* * * *

 

Walt had pulled a Kimbra when he’d called her earlier. “Tomorrow, five o’clock, you have plans.”

“And to what do I owe the pleasure of this call?” she’d drawled.

“A kid put away for a crime he didn’t commit, and a sister who’s desperate to get him a new and fair trial.”

Kimbra had snorted. “I hear that story a lot. I need more than that.”

“How about he’s black, his sister’s white, and the step-father killed their mother and nearly killed her when the brother came home and stopped it, shooting the guy in the process. What the kid got instead of a medal was a life sentence.”

There was a brief silence. “Keep goin’. I’m listenin’.”

He’d told her a little more, including Louis’ name, and he’d heard her tapping on a keyboard.

Then she’d sucked in a sharp breath. “Son of a bitch. I’m in.”

“You are? That was easier than I thought.”

“You don’t understand. Corden Salazar was the prosecutor.”

“Oh. That’s—”

“That’s the motherfucker who I personally think should be sitting in a cell. You’d best give me this case, Walt. Don’t even play.”

He’d smiled. “I’ll text you later tonight or in the morning with the address. Five?”

“With bells on, Fingers.”

He thought about that exchange as he retrieved his violet wand kit, as well as another smaller bag of goodies, from the back seat of his truck. He met up with Holly inside, eager to play with her as much as she’d let him.

Walt loved Holly’s curly brown hair, how it defiantly tried to escape her attempts to pull it off her face. A little on the long side, she was constantly tucking it behind the arms of her glasses to get it out of her eyes.

He really liked her. Even more, he liked and respected Holly’s dedication to her brother. And he liked a challenge. He’d love to find a way to help Holly enjoy playing and work around her limitations. Or at least figure out a way to help her take her mind off her problems for a while.

In retrospect, he understood why Holly always looked so sad, so careworn when he saw her. Obviously she was, because of the stress she was under, in addition to her physical pain. Never had he dreamed she kept such a huge secret.

Had he known about her brother before, he would have volunteered Kimbra’s services a long time ago.

The mats were still empty. The corner section was reserved for people doing things like takedown or primal or pet play, where rolling around on concrete wasn’t ideal or even advised for the hardiest of masochists. The thick MMA mats were wonderful. Walt grabbed a couple more blankets and a towel to put down and then sat with her, their backs to the room, and started showing her his violet wand kit.

“Do you want me to get undressed?” she asked.

“Not if you don’t want to. And not yet, anyway. Let’s have a little show and tell first.”

He loved her smile. “Okay.”

“Have you ever tried one of these before?” he asked.

“No. I’ve seen them. They look scary.”

“You don’t have any implanted medical devices, do you? Pain pump, pacemaker?”

“No.”

“Okay.” He plugged the extension cord into a wall outlet and then sat next to her, explaining the different attachments, the body probe, all the possibilities.

With it turned down to the lowest setting, he let her feel it on her arm first, with the probe touching her skin so it didn’t arc.

She frowned. “That doesn’t hurt.”

“It doesn’t have to hurt.” He worked it up and down her arms. Then he showed her what it felt like when it arced.

“Ooh, that’s a little tingly, but not bad.”

“Exactly. The point isn’t really to make you say red. It’s to find the place where your body hits that tipping point from coasting along to jumping into the endorphin pond.”

“Can you turn it up a little?”

“Sure.” He tested her with it until he found the setting where it was a little too much. “And then it can change depending on the probe you’re using. Different probes have different sensations. Or if I’m using a light bulb instead of a probe.”

After a few minutes, he noted her smile. “I do like that,” she said. “You’re right, it doesn’t hurt.”

While they were sitting there, Holly’s friend Joyce walked over, trailed by her new play partner.

Joyce knelt. “You good?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

“You don’t mind if I go ahead and hang with him for the rest of tonight, do you?”

“No, that’s fine.”

“I didn’t want to just abandon you.”

“Seriously, have fun.”

“Great, thanks! See you later.”

They headed off, but Holly had already refocused on Walt. Behind her glasses, her brown eyes stared into his.

“Would you like to try some of the other probes?” he asked.

“Yes, please.”

He spent the next hour showing her a lot of different things, and her tolerance quickly rose, as did her bravery. He suspected a good deal of that was due to what Nate had already done, loosening her body up and getting her endorphins flowing.

“Can you do that on my back?” she asked. “My shoulders get really knotted up.”

“Sure.”

She wiggled around a little and then pulled her dress up and off her before she rolled onto her stomach and got comfortable.

He turned the intensity down once more and adjusted it until he found the sweet point for her before working it along her back. Her flesh was already marked with large, overlapping purple and reddish circles from Nate’s cupping treatment.

Walt wouldn’t deny he felt a smidge envious of Nate for having gotten to do that to her.

Must add cupping to my skills list.

Once he finished with that, she rolled over. “What was the sadistic reflexology Nate was talking about?”

“How comfortable are you with me touching you?”

“Yes, please.” She offered him a smile he suspected was more than a little subspacey.

He couldn’t help but chuckle. She was adorable. “Are you okay with me touching your feet and legs?”

“That’s all?”

He fought the urge to laugh. “Let’s start there. You might be calling me a sadistic bastard in a few minutes.”

“I can only hope.”

 

* * * *

 

Holly wasn’t sure what had gotten into her, but she wanted Walt to touch her in way more places than just her feet. When a chilly draft of air wafted across her skin, she pulled one of the throws loosely around her.

Maybe this is kind of what subspace feels like.

He moved so he was sitting at her feet and put them in his lap. She watched as he picked up her right one first and his fingers gently probed, first up and down her instep, then along her big toe, inside and out.

He paused. “Ready?”

She nodded. Hell, he hadn’t even tickled—

“Holy fuck!” she shrieked as pain shot through her foot. Before she could even yank her foot out of his grasp, the pain disappeared.

Walt wore a grin. “You were saying?”

“What the hell was that?”

“Pressure point. Hold out your hand.”

Now she wasn’t sure she wanted to, but she finally did.

“Palm up.”

She turned her hand over.

He pressed his index finger against her palm. “That’s all the pressure I was using.”

She stared at him. “No freaking way.”

“Way.”

She sat up, adjusting the throw around her. She had her panties on, but hadn’t worn a bra tonight with her sundress. “Show me again.”

He took her hand and, holding her index finger, ran it along her toe so she could feel the bump. Then, with his own fingers over hers, he pressed—

“Shit!” She let out a squeal of pain as he immediately released her fingers.

Walt arched an eyebrow at her. “You were saying?”

Aghast, she ran her fingers over the spot herself, lightly pressing and wincing as pain shot through her foot.

“Holy hell. I didn’t believe it. Still not sure I believe it.”

“Believe it. There are a couple of spots like that on the body. Agony with little work involved.”

“That’s absolutely crazy.”

“That’s what everyone thinks the first time they experience that.”

She settled back again and let Walt do his worst, so to speak, enjoying the back side of every jolt of pain he sent through her. He was absolutely right that it felt great when he released the pressure points.

Eventually, Tony walked over and squatted just off the mats. “I hate to interrupt you, Walt, but this is your thirty-minute warning.”

“Ah, okay. Thanks.”

“No problem.” He caught her eye. “You look happy.”

“I feel happy.” Holly sat up, not only feeling happy but a little spacey, too, and realizing her panties were now somewhat damp. “Wow. I really lost track of time.”

“So did I,” Walt said.

He started packing up his violet wand kit while she got dressed and went to use the restroom one more time.

“I’ll walk you and your friend out,” Walt said when she returned. “That way, you and I can exchange numbers and I can get your address for tomorrow.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks.” She felt like the world’s shittiest sister that she’d totally forgotten about meeting with the attorney.

Walt stayed with her, walking her back over to the other side. When Holly scanned the room, though, she didn’t spot Joyce.

Or Joyce’s new playmate, Luke.

Walt seemed to notice their absence as well. “You go check the bathroom on this side. I’ll go look in the office.”

But Joyce wasn’t in the bathroom, or in the office, where Holly met up with Walt.

They walked outside and that’s when Holly realized Joyce’s car wasn’t there.

Holly stared. “What the hell?”


Chapter Seven

 

“Why would she drive off and leave you?” Walt asked.

“I don’t know. I hope everything’s okay.” Holly pulled out her phone and called Joyce’s number but got her voice mail. “Hey, I’m at the club and it’s about to close. What happened? Where are you? Call me back, please.”

Shit. After a great night, now this.

“Let me put my stuff in my truck,” Walt said, “and I’ll wait in the office with you.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

She walked back inside. When Walt returned, Joyce still hadn’t called her back, and Holly had also sent her a text message. Meanwhile, Holly exchanged numbers with Walt, as well as gave him her address.

By two o’clock, the club’s closing time, there was still no word from Joyce. Cherise and the other volunteer at the desk hadn’t noticed when Joyce had left exactly, or if she’d left alone. People came and went all the time, as well as the smokers who went back and forth, making it nearly impossible to keep a close eye out for someone they didn’t even know they needed to look for.

“Well, now I’m really worried,” Holly admitted to Walt. “And now I’m freaking stuck here.”

“You’re not stuck here, because I’ll drive you home. But do we want to go by her place and make sure she’s okay?”

Now he’d probably think she was as flakey as Joyce, but Holly couldn’t help but be worried. “If you don’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t mind. I wouldn’t have offered if I minded.”

“Thanks.” They walked back outside to his truck and she didn’t miss that he opened the passenger door for her. “Sorry about this,” she apologized.

“Nothing to be sorry about. All I’d be doing is going home. This gives me someone to talk to for a little longer.” He gave her a smile that would have melted her under other circumstances. “At least this way now I get to see where you live instead of just having your address. It’ll make finding it tomorrow easier.”

Joyce lived nearly thirty minutes from Holly, which made Holly feel even worse for the trouble she was putting Walt through. The apartment complex was dark and poorly lit, and Walt refused to let Holly walk up to the woman’s door alone.

Joyce’s car sat parked out front in her usual spot.

Holly knocked, hard. It took a couple of minutes, but Joyce finally opened the door, looking disheveled, half asleep, and with a bathrobe pulled around her. “What’s wrong?”

“Uh, what’s wrong?” Holly held her hands up and waved. “Hellooo? Did you forget something when you left the club?”

“What?”

“You freaking left me there!”

“I told you I was going.”

“Uh, no, you didn’t.”

“You didn’t,” Walt said.

Luke walked up behind her. “What’s wrong?”

Holly fought the urge to scream. “You ditched me at the club because you’re getting laid? Fucking seriously?”

“Hey, I asked you if it was okay if I left.”

Before Holly could, Walt stepped in. “No, your exact words were, ‘You don’t mind if I go ahead and hang with him for the rest of tonight, do you?’ You never said anything about leaving.”

Joyce’s hand pulled the collar of the robe closed at her throat as her face turned red. “I didn’t?”

“No,” Holly and Walt said together.

“Oh. I thought I did. Look, I told you I didn’t want to just abandon you.”

Walt took over from there, and Holly was happy for him to do so. “Considering I also did not interpret your comments to mean you were leaving with this guy, it’s not just a misinterpretation on Holly’s part. Kind of rude to leave her at the club by herself.”

“I didn’t mean to! I figured she’d get a ride with you or something.”

“Did you ask her that, or were you just so horny to sleep with this guy that you wanted to ditch her?” Walt shot back.

Holly had never found herself in this position before. It was a nice position to be in, despite the awkward circumstances, of someone fighting for her, on her side for a change.

“Look, I’m sorry, okay?”

“Whoa, you ditched her?” Luke asked. “Not cool. You told me she had a ride.”

Walt gently draped an arm around Holly’s shoulders. “I’ll make sure she gets home safely, no thanks to you.”

Holly wasn’t sure if it was just residual effects of them playing earlier, or maybe the comforting feel of Walt’s arm around her, but she thought her panties might have just gotten a little damper.

While he walked her back to his truck, she swore she could feel the tension vibrating from Walt.

“I’m really sorry about this.”

“Don’t you dare apologize.” He opened the door for her. “This isn’t your fault. I heard exactly what you heard, and I don’t mind driving you home. It pisses me off that she could have put you in danger by leaving you there. Had she simply asked if you could find another ride home, I would have been happy to volunteer to give you one.”

“Thanks.”

Once they were headed back to her house, she risked staring at him while he drove. “And thank you for tomorrow, too.”

“Not a problem. Kimbra looked up your brother’s case while I was on the phone with her. She’s eager to get hold of it.”

“Why?”

“Because she loves a challenge and she hates when justice is derailed. Makes her a fantastic attorney.” He glanced her way, smiling. “Made her a horrible wife, though. She’ll be the first to admit it, so I’m not horrible for saying it about her.”

“I don’t think I ever asked what you do for a living.”

“I’m an audiologist. Mainly pediatric patients, which is another reason I keep this side of my life very private. I do some ASL interpreting on the side, mostly for Kimbra and her clients when needed. She does quite a bit of pro bono work for the PD’s office and non-profits locally.”

“That’s amazing.”

“It’s a living.”

“How’d you get into that?”

He started telling her about his deaf uncle, also an attorney, and how he’d grown up with ASL as a second language in his family. By the time they reached her house, she was beginning to allow the glimpse of hope to peek through.

Normally she wasn’t a superstitious person, but it sure as hell seemed like maybe her luck had finally changed for the better.

Walt walked her to her front door while she started fumbling around, trying to fish her keys out of her purse. When she went to open the screen door so she could unlock the front door, the iffy top hinge finally gave way. She would have dropped the top-heavy thing as it tried to pivot on the remaining hinge had Walt not grabbed it.

“Whoa.” He got a better grip on it. “Glad that didn’t whack you in the head.” The upper section was glass, the bottom metal, and the center section screen with an ornate metal scrollwork in front of it.

“Sorry. That thing’s been close to going for a while. I usually go in and out of the garage with my car.”

“Looks like the screws just pulled out of the frame. If you have a screwdriver, I can try either putting them back in, or at least taking the others out so we can lay it down. I can come over early and fix it for you tomorrow.”

“I can’t ask you to do that.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt wasn’t going to take no for an answer, especially as pissed off as he was on Holly’s behalf at Joyce. Now even more that he’d gotten a look at Holly’s house.

Despite the shadowy, dim glow cast by the anemic porch light, he could see at least five other honey-do projects that she likely hadn’t been able to do herself or pay to have done—including fixing the porch light fixture, which looked like it was barely hanging on by a single screw and electrical wires. From what he could tell of the rest of the neighborhood, Holly’s house was slowly becoming “that” house on the street, the one slipping into disrepair while everyone else kept theirs up.

“You didn’t ask me to do it,” he said. “I’m telling you I’m going to do it for you.”

“Thank you. Let me go find a screwdriver for you.”

“Okay.”

She disappeared inside. From the glimpse he got through the doorway, the house seemed clean, but he suspected there were a lot of things her fibro wouldn’t let her do. Already, he was planning tomorrow—more accurately, later that afternoon—in his head. He could get back over here with his tools and start working on knocking out a few projects for her, whatever she needed doing, and still have time to clean up and change before Kimbra got there. Then he’d take Holly out for dinner and—

Wait. What am I doing?

He barely knew her, and here he was, planning a whole white knight scenario.

Maybe she wouldn’t even want him to do all of that.

What the hell is wrong with me?

He didn’t have to wait long for her to return. “I wasn’t sure what size.” She held three screwdrivers.

After switching places with her and making sure she had a good grip on the door, he was able to get a better look at the door frame and realized the door did need to come off. “I’ll take it off for tonight. I’ll fix it in the morning. I’m pretty sure I have the screws I’ll need.”

Which was a fib, because he knew he’d need to stop by the hardware store and get more than just screws, but he didn’t want to overwhelm her right then. The outer frame was dry-rotted and needed to be replaced. Not a horrible job, probably, but it would take a couple of hours and a few pieces of lumber.

And the last thing he wanted her doing was saying no.

Not when he wanted to spend more time with her.

Once he had the door off and safely lying on its side propped up against the wall, Holly invited him in so he could wash his hands.

As he’d guessed, the house was neat, but from the dripping faucet in the guest bathroom to a toilet that he had to jiggle the handle to make it stop running, the evidence of disrepair was mounting.

When he emerged from the bathroom, he found her in the kitchen. One of the drawers in there was missing the pull handle. “Okay, so here’s the thing,” he said. “I’m not doing anything tomorrow other than meeting with you and Kimbra. So I’m going to come by about ten, if that’s all right. I’ll knock out a couple of projects around here for you. Then later, after we talk with Kimbra, you’re going to let me take you out to dinner. Or I’ll cook you dinner here, if you’d prefer. I’ll bring stuff so I can wash up and change clothes. Dinner plans depend on how you feel.”

He loved how she blushed. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“Again, you’re not asking me. It’s a simple yes or no answer. I like to help people. It’s not an imposition. Seriously, all I’d planned to do was wash my truck and lounge around on the couch.”

She finally nodded, pulling her glasses off and wiping at her eyes. “Yes, thank you,” she quietly said. “I really appreciate it. It’s hard for me to keep up with basic chores and I can’t afford a repairman. If I can’t do it myself, it doesn’t get done unless it’s something big that can’t wait.”

“Well, lucky for you, I enjoy doing stuff like this.” He offered her a smile. “Ten o’clock then.”

She walked him to the front door. “Ten o’clock.”

As Walt climbed into his truck, he felt lighter than he had in years.

He certainly didn’t mind how his evening had turned out.

When he got home, he texted Kimbra Holly’s information.

She called him seconds later. “You still got some of my cards?”

“Yeah, why? And what are you still doing up?”

“Going through what I can find about Louis’ case online. Kid never should have been charged. Make sure to give Holly one of my cards tomorrow when you get there so she’s got my info. And my personal cell number.”

“But we’re still on for five tomorrow, right?”

“I know that, but it’s not uncommon for inmates to call home on Sundays. She works weeks. If he happens to call her, he can get started right away on adding me to his visitor list before I even get paperwork filed. Plus she can give him the heads-up about me being his attorney.”

“You haven’t even met them. I mean, I’m glad you’re all in like this, but don’t you want to at least talk to her first?” He couldn’t remember Kimbra ever sounding this worked up over a case before, and he’d heard her at her most vehement.

“Yeah, but I don’t even need to meet them to accept this case. This is going to be the case that finally helps me put that motherfucker out of a job.”

“You’re not going to sleep much tonight, are you?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you’re already on the way to using up a ream of printer paper for stuff you’re compiling on the case.”

“Damn, boy. All these years, you still know me so well.” She laughed. “See you tomorrow at five. Don’t break it off rubbing one out.”

Like that, she hung up on him.

Walt chuckled. Yeah, as much as he loved and missed Kimbra, he had to admit their relationship was far easier as friends.

Didn’t mean he wasn’t lonely, though.


Chapter Eight

 

What’s going to want to work this morning?

Holly already knew it was after eight from the time on the cable box. That meant she needed to get up and moving…or some semblance thereof. Walt would be there at ten and she wanted to be vertical and ready.

As ready as she could be.

Fortunately, he seemed to be the understanding type.

For now.

Closing her eyes again, Holly tried to shut down that particularly annoying inner voice. The one that sounded an awful lot like Jason Davids’ voice. The voice of a man she had loved as her step-father, even though as she grew older she saw his veneer slowly stripped away by life and his failings.

A veneer that, once completely gone, had taken her mother, her brother, and had almost taken her with it.

In the times when her self-esteem and doubt—and the bad pain—were at their worst, that voice was the one she heard, telling her she was less-than. That had she died, maybe Louis wouldn’t be in jail because maybe Jason would have killed himself before Louis got home.

Nate’s treatment last night seemed to have helped. While she still felt sore in the good ways, she was able to move around more easily than usual. Sitting up, she actually felt good enough to go start the coffee before she took her shower, and that was a major miracle in and of itself.

She opted for an oversized cami and a jersey-knit skirt that hit her around midcalf. Loose and soft, neither would irritate her skin, chafe her, make her uncomfortable.

One battle won.

Walt arrived five minutes early, something she appreciated.

And he came bearing donuts.

“I guess I should have asked you if you had any food allergies,” he said. “Sorry.”

The gesture touched her. “No allergies,” she said, peeking inside the box he’d set on the counter. “Just a lot of pain. And thank you. This was very sweet.”

He wore a pair of khaki shorts and a T-shirt, and sneakers that looked like they’d been well-worn. Somehow, he managed to make being dressed more casually than last night look even sexier.

Huh.

“I’ve got my tools out in my truck. I’ll grab them. Wasn’t sure what you’d have, so I brought what I thought I’d need.”

“For the door?”

He smiled. “And the leaky faucet, the running toilet, and the porch light that’s about to commit suicide over your front door.”

“Oh. Thank you. C-can I offer you some coffee?”

“I’d love some, thank you.”

“How do you take it?”

The corner of his mouth quirked up in a sexy smile. “Hot and sweet.”

“Kind of like you?”

When the other corner of his mouth curled up to match the first, Holly realized that’d come out of her mouth instead of just rattling around in her brain.

“Aw, thank you.”

He headed back outside.

She closed her eyes and fought the urge to bash her own brains in against the kitchen cabinets.

Stupid stupid stupid!

 

* * * *

 

Holly was fricking adorable. Walt knew she hadn’t meant to say it aloud. The way her face turned a lovely shade of beet proved that much. As he unloaded his stuff, he knew that he’d have a very busy day ahead of him.

He didn’t even mind.

Sure, usually he preferred his weekends as free and unimpeded as possible by chores, but this was different.

This was helping.

Helping in a way that made an immediate, tangible difference in someone’s life. That wasn’t something he could always accomplish at his job. He couldn’t take her pain away—and he could see she was still moving slow and stiff this morning—but he could at least do something to make her life a little easier and ease her emotional burden.

Within an hour he had a shopping list ready to go on his phone of things he needed to take care of the immediate projects, and had started a secondary list of other items Holly hadn’t told him about, but that he could see with his own eyes needed to be repaired.

He walked into the house to tell her he was going to run to the store and found her in her home office. Stopping in the doorway, he scanned the boxes full of folders and papers, the stacks, the piles of legal books. An unexpected sensation of déjà vu washed over him, remembering the small apartment where he and Kimbra lived right after they’d married and how one bedroom had become her office.

Looking much like this.

“Whoa,” he said. “Someone’s been researching.”

She turned from her desk, where she’d been working at her laptop. “Yeah. I guess if I had the money or energy, I could probably go to school to be a paralegal and ace it. I feel like I’ve done the work.”

“I just wanted to let you know I’m going to go get the supplies and I’ll be back soon.”

She stood, and it was almost painful for Walt to watch how she had to use her arms to force herself up and out of her office chair, the way her face drew in, tight, pinched with pain. “Let me grab my wallet so I can go with you and pay for it.”

“No. I’m not going to take your money. I’ll trade you cooking dinner for me a few times when you feel like it. How’s that sound?”

She had stopped, frozen, as she stared at him. “I can’t let you spend money on me.”

“You can’t stop me, either.” He offered her a smile. “It’s like you think you can stop me, and that’s so adorable. Besides, you walking around a big home improvement store is going to wipe you out. I’d rather have the pleasure of your company later today.”

He wasn’t altogether sure she might not burst into tears. She finally took her glasses off and wiped at her eyes. “I really don’t know what to say.”

“I’d tell you to say, ‘yes, Sir,’ but we don’t know each other quite that well yet.”

Fortunately, she took it the way he’d meant it and rewarded him with a laugh and a weary smile. “Thank you.”

“Oh.” He reached into his wallet and pulled out a business card, which he passed to her. “That’s Kimbra’s information. She told me to give it to you now in case Louis calls you before you and Kimbra talk. I don’t know if your brother will have to file something, or if Kimbra does, or what.”

She put her glasses back on to read it. “Oh, thank you.” She stared at the card, fingering it as if she couldn’t believe she was holding it. Like maybe it was a golden get-out-of-jail-free card or something.

“Louis almost always calls me on Sundays. He won’t let me visit him every Saturday anymore.”

Sadness tinged her tone and threatened to break Walt’s heart. He didn’t have to read every piece of paper in that office to see that Holly’s dedication to freeing her brother had consumed her life, maybe even at the cost of her own in addition to her fibromyalgia. Her health, certainly, wasn’t better for it.

“I talked to her last night after I got home,” he admitted. “I’d texted her your info and she called me. She’s already researching his case. I expect when she shows up today she’s going to have a good chunk of background information already compiled, and a decent plan of attack formulated in her mind.”

“I’ll try to pay her however much I can. It won’t be a lot, but—”

“Nope. You don’t understand—she wants this case. If you tried to force her to take your money, not only would she refuse it, she’d probably get her feelings hurt. Trust me when I say it’s best just to give her the information she requests and get out of her way, because she’s like a force of nature when she gets like this.”

“How do you want to handle telling her how we met?”

“The truth. She already knows. That side of me is no secret to her. She knows Tory.”

“She does?”

“Yeah, they’re friends. That’s how Tory and I met in the first place.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll be back in a little while. Do you need me to pick up anything for you while I’m out?”

She shook her head, her gaze still focused on the card. “No, thank you. I’m okay.”

“Then I’ll be back shortly.”

He fought the urge to hum as he walked out to his truck.

What a fucking unbelievably great day this was turning out to be.

It felt good to be a good guy.

Even better than beating someone’s ass.

 

* * * *

 

When she heard Walt’s truck start up and pull out of her driveway, Holly collapsed into her office chair, removed her glasses, and started crying.

If this was a dream, she hoped she never woke up. It felt too good to be true.

For once in her life, it seemed something was going right, and that terrified the crap out of her.

A nice, handsome, single guy just happens to have an ex who’s an attorney, and who he’s friends with, who wants to help get her brother a new trial…for free?

There had to be a catch, or another shoe that was going to fall, or…something.

Things just did not go that right for her and Louis.

Their dad was killed. Then the day Jason attacked her and her mom. Louis getting blamed for it.

Her health dropping into the shitter, followed by her income because she couldn’t do her damn job.

She pinched her left arm, hard, wincing and letting out a gasp.

Nope. I’m awake.

She jumped when her cell phone rang, her heart racing until she realized it was Joyce calling. Holly almost let it go to voice mail but then decided that she wanted this confrontation over with sooner rather than later.

“Yes?” she answered.

Joyce hesitated. “Are you all right?”

“Not really, no. Thanks for abandoning me last night.”

“Look, I’m really sorry. Luke chewed me out over it when you guys left, then he left. I thought I’d said it.”

“Thank goodness Walt was looking out for me,” Holly said, no longer caring if this cost her a friendship. “Someone had my best interests at heart.”

“Hey, I said I’m sorry, okay? I feel bad about it.”

“I’m sure that has nothing to do with making you look like a bad friend in front of Luke, huh?”

“Geez, what do you want from me?”

“I want to know what the hell you were thinking? You said the whole point of you dragging me out to the club last night was that you wanted me to get out and you wanted a wingman. Then you ditch me? Not cool.”

Joyce hesitated, and Holly bit back the urge to apologize for her catty tone.

“Do you want me to come over today and help you out around the house?”

“No, because Walt’s going to be back soon. He ran to the store. On top of everything else, my front screen door fell off last night, embarrassing the hell out of me, and he’s going to fix it. And he’s got a friend who’s an attorney who’s coming over later to talk about Louis’ case.”

“Oh. Well, that’s all good, right?” Another pause. “Guess maybe that wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t fucked up.”

It took every last spoon Holly had not to hang up on her. “No. You do not get to twist stuff around like that to make you look like the good guy, here. Thank you for talking me into going to the club last night. Yes, I’m glad I went, but I’m still pissed off at you over leaving me there. We can talk more about this tomorrow at work.” Her phone beeped. “I have to go. I have another call.”

Sure enough, it was from Louis. “Hello?”

Nobody responded. When she’d switched the call over, she’d fumbled the phone a little and she briefly panicked that she’d accidentally disconnected the incoming call until the operator spoke.

“I have a collect call for Holly Olson from—”

“Yes, I accept the charges! Please, yes!”

“Thank you.”

There was a soft click of the call transferring and then Louis’ voice. “Sis?”

“Hey, buddy.” She closed her eyes and fought the urge to cry. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

“How you doing? You feeling okay? You sound tired.”

She dodged his questions. “I’ve actually got some great news for you…”

By the time she got off the phone with him, she’d cried, and so had he. He said he’d file the paperwork for both Kimbra and Walt to be added to his visitor’s list, as well as request Kimbra’s cell and work numbers be added to his approved call list.

Holly stared at her phone, hoping she hadn’t just gotten both their hopes up for nothing. There’d been plenty of times she’d held info back from him so as not to get his hopes up, only telling him when she reached a point where an attorney would have to file paperwork, or speak with him.

This time felt…different. In a way she couldn’t explain.

Only time would tell if she’d once again set herself—and Louis—up for disappointment.


Chapter Nine

 

Walt consulted his list and the pictures he’d taken while hurrying up and down the store’s aisles. No, he wasn’t rich, but a couple hundred dollars or so wasn’t going to break him, either. Not when he knew how far that money would go in terms of making Holly’s life a little bit easier and reducing her stress.

Things he easily took for granted—like not spending every waking moment in pain—were luxuries in her life.

Maybe things between them wouldn’t go any farther than being just friends. It was too soon to tell. He didn’t care. He wanted to help.

Nearly an hour had passed by the time he backed into Holly’s driveway and started unloading his purchases. She walked out onto the front porch and as the breeze caught and toyed with her curly brown hair, which she’d worn loose today, he spotted the pain on her face.

“Why don’t you go sit down?” he gently suggested. “I got this.”

“Can I help you unload?”

“Nope. I might need your help with the door, to brace it when I get the frame replaced.”

“Replaced?”

“Just the outer section. It’s dry-rotted. A couple of pieces of wood and it’ll be fine. I got some primer to cover it, too.”

“That sounds like it’s difficult to replace.”

“Nah. I had to do the same thing at my house a couple of years ago. It’s just the outer frame pieces.”

He dropped the tailgate and started moving stuff onto the porch. It might rain later, and he didn’t have a topper on the back of his truck. He wanted to put everything where it would be safe and stay dry.

Twenty minutes later, he was already working on the doorframe, while Holly sat in a camp chair on the porch with him and watched despite him gently trying to shoo her inside.

He wouldn’t deny she was fun to talk to.

As he worked, he slowly drew her out, got her talking about her job, more details about what had happened during the attack, and about her brother.

Above all, her love for Louis shone through.

“He was my little brother, you know? I was five when Mom and Dad adopted him. I’m actually the one who picked him. We were going through a ton of files. I look back on it and it’s really kind of sad when you think about it, because it could have been a bunch of puppies or kittens we were looking at instead of kids. But when I saw his picture, Mom told me that I pointed at him and insisted we’d adopt him.”

“Why was that?”

“Because he looked sad. That’s what she told me I said. Because he looked really sad, even though he was just an infant, and I wanted us to make him happy. That we could be his family and make him not be sad. I don’t remember all the details. I remember meeting him for the first time, but only because we also have video of that.”

“Why’d your parents decide to adopt?”

“Mom had some pretty bad complications with me, I guess. She said Dad refused to put her through that again, but they’d wanted more kids. The obvious solution for them was to adopt.”

“How old were you when your dad died?”

“Eight. Louis barely remembers him. Fortunately, we have a lot of videos of us together, a lot of pictures.”

“So your step-father was Louis’ dad, to him.”

“Sort of. Louis was closer to him than I was, but I didn’t call Jason ‘dad,’ so neither did Louis. Louis always followed my lead.”

“How did you feel about him? Your step-father.”

She shrugged and seemed to consider her answer before finally speaking. “I mean, I loved him,” she said. “But he had a temper sometimes. He was kind of strict but not unreasonably so, I guess. I never saw him drunk that I can remember, so I don’t know if him drinking was just a reaction to what happened, or if he hid it really well from all of us. He and Mom would bicker sometimes. Sometimes he’d get really pissed off and blow up and it’d seem to come out of nowhere, but then he’d settle down and be fine.”

“Was he abusive?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Looking back on some of it, I suppose yeah, it was borderline abuse. I can see where he tried to tone it back when he’d blow up. I guess he was a different person at work than he was at home. Sometimes he’d yell at the kids or parents or umpires at Little League, but so did other guys. Mom said it was because he’d been in the military. I’d just go to my room and shut the door and wait for him to calm down.”

“Did he ever hit you?”

“No.” Her brow furrowed. “And a lot of the time he was a nice guy. The only thing I can figure is when he lost his job, he snapped. He and Mom had been arguing off and on for a couple of weeks before that, way more than usual. I stayed out of it and kept my head down since I was living there. Louis did the same.”

“Why would he attack you and your mom?”

Another long pause before she answered. “I don’t know what led up to him getting fired, exactly. I mean, beyond what happened at work. Maybe Mom was tired of him blowing up. Maybe he’d been drinking more than we realized and Mom hid it. I don’t know. I wish I could remember what happened. My best guess is that I told him and Mom when I left for work that I wouldn’t be home until late, because I was going out with friends after. Louis said I did that. But apparently I forgot to take clothes to change into. My friends said I texted them that I had to run back home and change. Louis usually didn’t get home from his job as early as he did, but he was close to running overtime, so they sent him home.

“Maybe Jason didn’t plan to kill Mom. She shouldn’t have been home, either, and to this day, I still don’t know why she was home that time of day. He called her after leaving work, according to cell phone records. They talked for a couple of minutes, so I don’t know. Maybe he’d planned to kill himself and she went home to stop him and they fought. I wasn’t supposed to be home. Maybe he’d planned to commit suicide and he was so drunk and out of it he attacked us. I don’t know. There are so many questions that we’ll never know the answers to because they’re both dead and my memory is gone.”

He watched her throat work as she swallowed hard. “All I know is Louis saved my life. Jason was standing over me, strangling me, when Louis walked in. That’s what he said. Jason had apparently beaten me. Maybe I walked in on him attacking Mom and I tried to pull him off her. I don’t know. It’s literally a black hole in my brain. Louis went after Jason and got him off me, saw Mom was on the floor, and then saw the gun. Louis shoved Jason off him and went for the gun. He swears he was only going to scare him with it, try to hold him off until he could get 911 there, but Jason lunged for him and Louis pulled the trigger. He had to, because he knew Jason would kill him.”

She stared at her lap for a long moment. “Louis is a gentle kid. Even though I was five years older than him, he was always my buddy. Even when I was in high school. I helped him study, he’d go out with me with my friends to dinner, he’s a smart kid. He studied hard. If you listen to the 911 tape, he’s hysterical, crying, begging them to get there to help all of us. He wasn’t some calm gang-banger who’d just executed two people and attacked a third.”

Holly finally met his gaze again. “If Louis hadn’t come home when he did, I’d be dead. I know it. Either from my injuries, or Jason would have put a bullet in my brain to finish me off. Mom died shortly after getting to the hospital. He’d fractured her skull.”

 

* * * *

 

Holly stared at her hands. “They told me I had blood and skin under my nails when I was brought into the ER. Apparently, I fought back and fought back hard. In the autopsy photos, you can see the wounds on Jason’s hands and arms from where Mom and I both clawed him, and we had defensive wounds on our hands, but if you look at Louis’ arrest photos, there aren’t those kinds of wounds on him. He took a punch in the face from Jason and had a black eye, but that’s it.”

She spotted the familiar confusion on Walt’s face. “Why would a jury not find at the very least reasonable doubt?”

“It was an all-white jury. The public defender wasn’t very good and didn’t spend a lot of time on the case. He didn’t listen to me, and another problem was that, early on, I was doped up pretty heavily from my injuries and having a hard time making myself clear. So I wasn’t even a reliable witness. The prosecutor thought I was trying to cover up for Louis. He was a real fucking asshole.”

“So says Kimbra.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. That’s one of the reasons she wants to handle this case. He’s not a good guy, apparently.”

“You got that right.” Holly fought back the old, familiar seething anger threatening to break through. She’d spent a lot of time angry—enraged, even—over how her brother’s case was handled.

“I even talked to the FDLE about the case and they said it was up to the prosecutor’s office, unless I had hard proof of misconduct, to reopen the case. Or I could hire an attorney to file appeals. The problem is I never could afford a decent attorney. Most of them, they’d glance at the stuff or look at news reports and then blow me off or quote me some astronomical figure just to get me out of their office. I got ripped off early on by one guy who assured me he could get Louis a new trial.”

“What happened?”

“Ten grand wasted, and he fled the state after losing his license due to malpractice.”

“Youch.”

“Yeah. I could have filed a suit against him, but good luck with that.” More anger. “I feel like I’ve failed him. He’s my little brother, and it’s my job to take care of him, and I can’t even do that.”

“Are his birth parents alive?”

“His father died while his mother was pregnant with him. The state took Louis away from her right after he was born because she was living with a registered sex offender and wouldn’t or couldn’t move. He has three older half-sisters somewhere, who were also taken by the state. Mom and Dad tried to find out more about them, but then Dad was killed in the car wreck and Mom was a single parent. I don’t know if his birth mother’s still alive or not. He never wanted contact with her.”

They talked while Walt repaired the frame. When it was time to put the door back on, she helped hold it in place while he screwed the hinges on.

“Perfect,” he said. “Let’s take it back off and I’ll coat the frame with primer.”

“Okay.”

Ten minutes later, that was accomplished. He then started tackling the front porch light. The screws holding the fixture into the junction box it was mounted to had rusted and given way over the years, leaving it swinging by just the wires. It took him less than twenty minutes to have it secured once again.

“There,” he said as he folded the stepladder he’d brought with him. “Now we can move inside and work in there.”

“At least my AC works,” she said. “I kept up the home warranty stuff. That’s been a huge lifesaver more than once.”

She made them sandwiches from cold cuts when he took a break between tackling the leaky faucet and the toilet.

“I really appreciate this, Walt. I wish you’d let me pay you back.”

“I told you, you can cook dinners for me. After we finish talking with Kimbra today, I’m taking you out, if you feel up to it. Or I’ll go out and get stuff and make you dinner here.”

She had to ask. “Why is this so important to you?”

“Because I like to help. And in my job, while I can help, there are mostly things beyond my control that I can’t do anything about. So when there is something that is within my control to make better, it makes me feel good to do it. I don’t have to worry about your front door smacking you in the head, or your light falling off. Your water bill will probably go down now that the faucet doesn’t leak, and once I fix the toilet so it doesn’t run when it shouldn’t. And the other things I’ll tackle today. Those are things I can do. I’m a little bit of a control freak, if you didn’t notice.” He smiled. “Goes with the territory of being a Dom.”

“Thank you.” She wistfully sighed. “I wish I could tell you I’d help pay you back by letting you spank my ass, but I wouldn’t be a very good bottom for you.”

His smile widened. “And who says I need to spank your ass to have fun and enjoy spending time with you? Ask Kimbra. We were married for six years and the most she’d let me do in bed was tie her hands and blindfold her.”

“I hate my body.” She forced herself to take another bite of her sandwich. “I used to have a normal life, you know? I used to go to the gym and have fun and be able to do stuff. Now sometimes I don’t even have the spoons to make the damn bed.”

“Spoons?”

“It’s a story a woman wrote about her chronic illness to illustrate to a friend what it’s like. Imagine you have a finite amount of spoons in your hand. Twenty, for example. Getting out of bed and getting a shower in the morning is two spoons. Getting dressed is a spoon. Making breakfast is a spoon. Getting to work is five spoons. Et cetera. Once you’re out of spoons for the day, that’s it, no more energy. So when you get down to your last couple of spoons for the day, you have to decide, what’s the priority? Washing the dishes, or going grocery shopping, or doing your laundry? You can’t do it all.

“And you might not even have the same amount of spoons from day to day. One day you might have less spoons. One day, you might have more. And the days you have more, life might kick you in the balls because you take advantage of the rare day you feel good, you do stuff, and pay for it the next day by having even less spoons than usual. Nature’s ultimate ‘fuck you.’”

“Wow. I’m sorry. That must be hard to deal with.”

“You have no idea,” she quietly said, finally giving up on her sandwich and setting it on her paper plate. “And then the stress over Louis’ case. It was sheer luck I went to Venture last night. Joyce begged me to go with her, and I went just to shut her up.”

He reached over and lightly laid his hand on top of hers, his blue gaze pinning her in place. “Well, if it means anything, you have no idea how glad I am that you went.”

Her stomach fluttered. “Why’s that?”

“Because I wouldn’t be here right now if we hadn’t talked and then played. Not to come off creepy or anything, but you should expect to see a lot more of me, unless you don’t want to.”

She found herself nodding, which made him smile.

“Is that a yes you want to see more of me, or yes you don’t want to?”

“Yes I want to,” she found herself saying.

His head tipped to the side, his gaze sweeping across her face in a way that made her heart flutter even harder than her stomach. “Thank you,” he said. “Because I’d really like to get to know you better.”


Chapter Ten

 

Oh, Holly had no idea how much better Walt wanted to get to know her. As he finished one last project before he needed to clean up ahead of Kimbra’s arrival, he ran over a mental list he’d been compiling of other projects he’d discovered needed doing.

He’d meant every word of what he’d said. Even if all they became was really good friends, he’d like that.

Right now, he really didn’t have much of a social life outside of Venture. Getting out of his rut would require baby steps.

That he could do good for someone else in the process was merely a bonus.

After grabbing a quick shower and changing into jeans and a button-up shirt, he emerged to find Holly had also cleaned up and changed. Another long, shapeless skirt, but this time topped with a pretty, flowing loose blouse.

“Fair warning,” she said, looking utterly adorable despite how self-conscious he could tell she felt, “I don’t dress up very often. Clothes hurt sometimes.”

“I want you to be comfortable. And Kimbra honestly won’t care what you’re wearing.” He heard a car pull into the driveway and glanced at the time on his phone. “And there she is, fifteen minutes early.”

He headed for the front door and had it open for Kimbra as she hurried in, her laptop case slung over one shoulder and her arms filled with a heavy-looking banker’s box that she immediately handed off to Walt. “Hey, Fingers,” she said, smiling.

Then she turned to Holly and stuck out her hand. “Kimbra Luzon. You must be Holly.”

“Easy on the handshake,” Walt warned her. “She has fibromyalgia.”

“Ah. Thanks for the heads-up.” Kimbra flipped her hand over, palm up, for Holly to take. “Nice to meet you.”

“Thank you for coming over today,” Holly said. “I really appreciate this.”

“Hey, not a problem. As I told Walt, I’m really eager to get my hands on this case, and I’ll be honest that it’s not just for altruistic reasons. I kind of have my own reasons for it.”

 

* * * *

 

Holly was still trying to process that she was Walt’s ex-wife. Kimbra had beautiful blue eyes a different shade than Walt’s, a long mass of curly dark brown hair barely corralled by a colorful jewel-toned scarf, and flawless dark golden brown skin.

How can someone like me ever compete with someone as pretty as her?

Holly felt frumpy and fat next to Kimbra’s vibrant, easy manner and movements.

They moved into the living room to spread out, but Kimbra also wanted to see what Holly had compiled on her own. That led them to settling in Holly’s office, where Kimbra and Walt ended up sitting on the floor while Holly sat in her office chair at their insistence and pointed to where things were that Kimbra wanted to see.

After an hour, Holly wasn’t sure she wasn’t just a little bit in love with the friendly woman, who didn’t hesitate to take playful jabs at Walt from time to time.

Kimbra had also brought her laptop into the office and was adding notes to the file she’d started on Louis. “I’m going to pull the discovery notes and see what else I need to file to get my hands on,” she said. “I have a feeling we’re going to find a lot of evidence that was never brought out at trial.”

Holly caught herself staring at her hands. “They never talked about the evidence under my nails, or Mom’s,” she said. “Even though the coroner’s report said it was Jason’s blood and skin, not Louis’. I asked Louis’ lawyer about that, but he said it was irrelevant. The trial lasted almost three days, and the jury was only out for an hour.”

Anger flashed across Kimbra’s face. “To be perfectly honest with you, that guy who defended your brother is an idiot. He’s now working for a private practice up in Palmetto and handling DUIs.” She let out a disgusted-sounding snort. “I wish I’d caught this case when it happened. Your brother likely wouldn’t be in jail if I had.”

Holly desperately didn’t want to get her hopes up. “Do you really think you can get him a new trial?”

Kimbra shifted position on the floor so she was facing Holly. “I can’t promise you anything, unfortunately, except that I will do my damnedest and try my hardest. I can see several things right off the bat that are valid reasons to file motions to set aside the verdict and ask for a new trial. I’ll be tossing everything at them, including the kitchen sink. Best-case is that I can dig up enough evidence that wasn’t presented and catch a different prosecutor who’s willing to drop the charges and we get his sentence vacated and his record expunged. Worst-case, we have to go to trial again, and that could take a while. But I guarantee you, if we have to go to trial, it’ll be a freaking media circus.”

Holly felt her guts roll in a bad way. “Really?”

“Oh, honey, I meant in Louis’ favor. I looked at the media coverage, and they basically regurgitated what the police and prosecutors said. They didn’t present all the facts.”

Walt had ended up on the floor next to Holly’s office chair. He gently laid a hand on her knee. “I’ll be there with you every step of the way, don’t worry.”

“But what about your job?”

“About something like this? Not a problem. Might mean we don’t go to Venture for a while, though.”

She laid her hand over his. “I’d hate to be the reason you couldn’t go.”

“You let me worry about that. Right now, your focus needs to be on yourself and saving energy for this. Oh, and I’ll take you to your appointment at Nate’s Tuesday after work.”

She blinked, surprised he even remembered that. “But that’s kind of inconvenient for you, isn’t it?”

“Nope. I have an early day Tuesday. I’ll come by in the morning and pick you up, drop you off at work, and then come get you and take you there so you don’t have to drive. Then we can have dinner after, if you feel up to it. Or I’ll bring you home and make you dinner.”

“He’s a dang good cook,” Kimbra said. “Oh, and Wednesday night, I hope you don’t have plans.”

“Why?” Holly asked.

“Because we’re having a family dinner. Walt was already invited, but so are you. Papi’s birthday.”

This was moving so fast. “I-I…are you sure that’s okay?”

Kimbra grinned. “My parents love a family party. Don’t worry, Papi loves chocolate, so you don’t have to worry about spending anything crazy.”

Walt smiled up at her. “I should have warned you there might be one potential cost to getting Kimbra involved.”

“What?”

“Getting adopted by my family,” Kimbra said with a beaming smile.

 

* * * *

 

It was nearly seven when Kimbra finally left, taking a lot of the paperwork with her that Holly had accumulated over the years. Walt helped Kimbra load the boxes into her car. Once the two of them were alone again and standing inside Holly’s front door, she found herself staring up into his eyes.

“Well?” he asked, a playful smirk curving his lips.

“Well what?”

“What’d you think of her?”

“She’s like a tornado.”

“Yeah, in a good way.”

“You know, you don’t have to pick me up Tuesday morning.”

He gently took her hands in his. “You tell me yes or no for something, deal? But if I make an offer to do something for you, it’s because I genuinely want to do it. Okay?”

She nodded.

“Can I pick you up Tuesday and take you to work?”

Nervous jitters filled her. This was moving so fast, but even though part of her wanted to say yes simply as a way to repay him for all he’d done for her in the last twenty-four hours, part of her wanted to say yes for herself.

And that’s why she nodded again. “Why do I get the feeling there’s another reason you want to take me to my appointment with Nate?”

“Guilty. I want to make sure you go, for starters. Because he’ll be certain to give me a ration of shit if you cancel. Plus, I want to watch him and see what he does, if there’s anything I can pick up from him that might help you. If you don’t mind, that is.”

She thought her heart might melt over that. “Aw. Thank you. I don’t mind.”

“So no more asking me if I’m sure?”

“No more asking.”

“Good.”

“Can I bring anything for dinner Wednesday?”

His smile widened. “Seriously, Papi loves dark chocolate. I usually pick him up several of those gourmet bars of flavored dark chocolate. Momma won’t buy any for him because she’s worried about his weight. He recently lost a lot because his doctor had been bugging him about it. But Momma knows the kids will buy it for him. She hides it from him when they give it to him and doles it out as a reward to him.”

That mental image made Holly laugh. “Will they be okay with me there?”

“Absolutely. Fair warning—bring your appetite. Momma and Papi both cook up a storm. I’ll pick you up here and drive you, if that’s okay.”

“That sounds great.” How long had it been since she’d been to a “family” dinner?

Over six years.

“Sorry if I’m a little overwhelmed. This is just…so much to take in.”

“No worries. Now, do you feel like eating out, or should I run out and buy stuff to cook for you?”

She was tired, and hurting, but she didn’t want to stay in. “Let’s eat out. As long as it’s not someplace fancy or expensive.”

“Neither. How about Italian?”

“Love it.”

“Is there anything you can’t eat?”

“That’s a loaded question. Depends on how I’m feeling. Sometimes I go through bouts of chronic pain nausea and there are very few things I can eat and keep down. But normally I don’t have any restrictions. No food allergies, either.”

“Okay, good.”

Ten minutes later, she was sitting in the passenger seat of Walt’s truck and they were heading to a restaurant he knew of.

“I really don’t have the words to thank you for all of this,” she said.

“It feels good to help. I like being able to do things. It’s not often in my job I can actually fix something. I do a lot of good, I help, I can teach patients and their families to mitigate hearing loss, and I can make positive impacts like that. But it’s rare I have a patient with a hearing issue come in and I can just wiggle my fingers at them and ‘cure’ them.”

“That must be hard.”

“Not really. Because the patients I see, nearly all of them are healthy and will go on to lead perfectly happy lives. It’s simply a matter of evaluating their level of hearing loss and working with them and their families. Sometimes, a hearing aid will help them. Some patients can go with cochlear implants. Some learn sign language and go on about their lives. Sometimes they need referrals to a speech therapist. I rarely deal with a patient who also has a life-threatening condition. In that way, I consider myself lucky. I have patients who stop by to see me who were just babies when I first met them, and now they’re adults starting families of their own.”

“I’ve never known any deaf kids.”

“Years ago, there was a stigma attached to pediatric hearing problems by the hearing population who wasn’t educated about it. An older person who lost their hearing, that was considered ‘normal.’ But a deaf child was sometimes equated with having developmental disabilities. And before all the technological advances we have now with texting and computers, yes, there were some developmental delays caused by a lack of proper teaching resources to properly help a deaf or hard of hearing child, not because the child had a developmental disability.

“In modern times, if someone’s deaf or hard of hearing, it’s not a standard of living issue like it used to be, as long as a child’s hearing loss is recognized early enough so it doesn’t negatively impact their education. There are so many adaptive and assistive technologies out there to minimize the impact and accommodate them. Sometimes the hardest part of my job is educating the family and getting them into sign language classes if necessary, because the patient is fine, they just can’t hear. My job’s actually gotten easier over the years, fortunately.”

“How did you and Kimbra meet?”

“In college. She saw me at the library, signing with a couple of fellow students from one of my classes. I used to make money on the side as an ASL tutor. She was in the process of working on a paper for one of her classes about representing defendants with various disabilities. We got to talking, I asked her out, and we really hit it off.”

“What about the kinky stuff?”

“Yeah, I already knew I was kinky, and we talked about that. I was okay with her not being kinky, because we had a lot in common.”

She wished she hadn’t taken him down that conversational path when she saw his expression grow wistful. “She was brutally honest with me from the start, but we got married anyway. I mean, I didn’t think I was going to turn her kinky, but I fell in love with her. Hard. It’s no joke that she’s married to her job. I think her mom and dad played a large role in her marrying me. They loved me when they met me, and I loved her whole family.”

“How long were you married?”

“Six years. Then we finally reached a point where Kimbra asked me what we were doing. She was at the office late every night, or at home she was head down in her files, working on cases. She did a lot of pro bono work even back then.”

“So you divorced her?”

“No, actually, she kept hinting about it and finally drew up the paperwork. Even after we were divorced, we still lived together for nearly six months. I wouldn’t move out, and she wouldn’t make me. I kept hoping to change her mind. She finally moved out. She was making more than I was and got another place. I could afford the apartment on my own, though.”

“Never got married again?”

“Nope. I spent a lot of years avoiding serious relationships with people because I always hoped I’d be able to win her back.”

He winced. “Sorry. I know that came out sounding really wrong.” He stopped for a red light and met her gaze. “I’m past that now and ready to move on. We’ve been divorced twelve years. I’m always going to love her as a friend, but that’s all.”

She felt the good kind of heat fill her. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I know a lot more now than I did back then.”

“You’re eleven years older than me. That doesn’t bother you?”

His blue gaze never wavered. “Should it?”

“I’ve got a lot of issues.”

There was something wickedly lovely about his smile. “Then lucky for you I’m an extremely patient and persistent man.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time they finished dinner. Walt knew without a doubt he wanted to pursue more than being just friends with Holly. He hadn’t felt this way about anyone since Kimbra.

If Holly wanted that, obviously.

She was smart despite how she put herself down in ways big and small. He didn’t see a woman with both health and personal issues. He saw a beautiful woman who’d managed to keep getting back up and fighting, hard, every time life smacked her down.

He saw the inner fire that brightly glowed behind her eyes, even if she couldn’t recognize it.

Nothing about an “easy” relationship attracted Walt. He wanted a good relationship with a partner he could love and respect and admire.

All those things he saw in Holly, even if she didn’t.

If nothing else, he was a very patient man. He suspected convincing Holly of how he felt and how he saw her would be the biggest battle.

When he returned her home, he had to load his tools that he’d brought with him. Once he’d finished that, standing inside her front hall he gently hugged her. “Thank you for today.”

She cocked her head in confusion. “I’m the one who needs to be thanking you.”

“You have no idea how much fun I had.”

“But you worked your butt off.”

“Yeah, and I had fun doing it. What time do I need to be here Tuesday morning to pick you up?”

For a moment, he thought she was going to argue with him again about that, but she surprised him. “I have to leave here by eight fifteen.”

“Okay, then. I’ll be here no later than that.” He wanted to lean in and kiss her so, so bad.

As she stared up at him, her sweet brown eyes almost shielded behind her glasses, he sensed a battle being silently waged.

Then she rose up on her toes and brushed a quick kiss across his lips.

“Don’t be afraid to tell me to back off if I’m coming on too strong,” he said.

“I don’t think you’re coming on too strong.”

“Good, because I really don’t want to scare you off.”

“You got the memo I’m not a masochist, right?”

He smiled. “There are many kinds of sadism. And that’s totally not the point. I really would like to spend more time with you.”

“Any time a guy’s said that to me in the past, it ended quickly when he realized how screwed up my body is.”

“You’ll find out I’m not your average guy.” Yep, cue one white knight. That’s what he felt like, but he was beyond caring. “And if you need anything tomorrow, I’ll be upset if you don’t call or text me.”

Her gaze narrowed. “You were already planning to show up here tomorrow night to work on another project, weren’t you?”

He grinned. “Guilty. Wow, you’re good.” He leaned in and gently rubbed noses with her, but before he could back away, she cupped a hand behind his neck and pulled him in for another kiss.

He gladly let her, not even caring if she could feel how his cock stiffened in his jeans. Her kiss felt tentative, like she was afraid he’d pull away. He let her control it—this time—his eyes falling closed when her tongue lightly traced his lips before she broke the kiss.

He opened his eyes. “Fair warning, you keep doing things like that, you’re going to have a hard time getting rid of me.”

“Unfortunately, scaring guys off seems to be my superpower.”

“Well, that’s my good luck, then. Because I’m not your average guy.”

Walt let her decide when to end their embrace. After he finally bid her good-night and got into his truck, he fought the urge to let out a victory scream.

The world was a very strange place sometimes, full of coincidences and good fortune.

For once, it seemed like maybe things might work out in his favor.


Chapter Eleven

 

Holly spent the night tossing and turning and thinking about Walt. Everything he’d done for her that day, not the least of which was introducing her to Kimbra.

Getting her hopes up usually got her heart broken, but this time, Holly had a feeling maybe fortune was finally turning her and Louis’ way for a change. There was something intense about Kimbra. Focused, driven. Even Holly could tell that in the short time she’d spent with the woman.

What Holly didn’t understand was why Walt might possibly be interested in her. Kimbra was beautiful and intelligent. Tory was beautiful and intelligent and could take a beating from him.

Then there was her. But Walt definitely appeared to want to pursue her.

Maybe I shouldn’t question that. She knew she should just enjoy Walt’s attention for as long as it lasted, until he finally got tired of her inability to do things and having to change or cancel plans at the last minute because her body wouldn’t cooperate.

When Holly awoke Monday morning, she stood under a hot shower and waited for her sore body to want to loosen up. What Nate and Walt had done Saturday night had helped in the short term, she could tell, but it was already starting to wear off.

Then another thought hit her—Joyce.

Dammit.

The last thing Holly wanted was the warm inner glow of yesterday spent with Walt ruined by her “friend.”

Holly didn’t park in her usual spot when she arrived at work. They didn’t have assigned parking, but both she and Joyce normally parked in the same general area so they could walk out together later. She even went out of her way to avoid Joyce’s car, although it took her a few extra minutes to decide where to park and it cost her an extra spoon in terms of energy from the longer walk.

At that point, she didn’t care.

She still felt pissed off at the woman for once again not thinking before she acted. This time, however, Holly had been caught squarely in the crossfire.

No, she wouldn’t deny that meeting Walt had been a good thing, but that wasn’t the point. Joyce had once again gone off half-cocked about something. Thank goodness Holly hadn’t been stuck in some bar or something, surrounded by drunk strangers.

After Holly clocked in and walked to her workstation, she made a point of ignoring Joyce, who sat three desks away and was already on a call.

If Holly played her cards right, she could probably avoid speaking to the woman until at least lunch time.

Maybe longer.

That’s exactly what she did, until Joyce walked over, her purse in her hands. “Are you still mad at me?”

Holly had managed to calm down, but the tone in Joyce’s voice—like Holly was being the irrational one—riled her up again. “Seriously?”

“I apologized.”

“Yeah, but then you ask me that like I don’t have a right to be upset?”

“That’s not what I meant. And if it means anything, Luke won’t call or text me back now.”

Holly stared at her. “Are you serious? You think that makes it all better?”

“Well, you should be satisfied, at least.”

“No! I’m not satisfied that you blew up your own whatever that was because you once again flaked out. You do realize that this is a pattern with you, right?”

Holly realized there were a few people glancing their way, and she didn’t even care.

Storm clouds darkened Joyce’s expression. “What are you talking about?”

“What do you mean, what am I talking about? Off the top of my head I can think of about ten guys you’ve ‘dated’ in the past year.”

Holly used finger quotes around the word for emphasis. “Some of them in situations you were damned lucky not to have been hurt. One of the assholes you met on Craigslist that you didn’t get to meet in person was arrested before your date for attempted murder!”

Joyce’s face reddened. “I didn’t know he was a criminal,” she muttered.

Holly grabbed her purse and stood. “I can’t even with you today,” she said as she headed for the door, a few heads turning to follow them.

Joyce fell into step behind her. “Can’t we at least eat lunch together?”

“I’ve got plans,” Holly lied, not even knowing what to do now.

“What plans?”

“I’ve…got an attorney to go talk to.”

Joyce finally dropped off behind her, going into the women’s bathroom in the main lobby. Holly picked up the pace despite her screaming muscles and headed for her car. She didn’t want Joyce to see where she parked today.

As she pulled out of the parking lot, her AC on full blast against the brutal Sarasota afternoon heat, she realized she wasn’t even upset about the possibility of losing Joyce as a friend now.

Huh.

 

* * * *

 

“Tell me you’re dating her.”

Walt’s next patient wasn’t due for over an hour but he hadn’t left for lunch yet. He leaned back in his chair and wished he hadn’t answered his cell phone. “Why?”

“Because I told Momma that you’re bringing your new girlfriend to Papi’s birthday dinner Wednesday night.”

He winced. “Why did you do that?”

“What am I gonna do, huh? Have you show up with someone and not tell them?”

“You said they’d be okay with her there.”

“They will be, as long as I don’t blindside them. But…”

“What’d you do?”

“I told them she’s your girlfriend.”

He rubbed at his temple. “You did get the whole fibromyalgia memo, right? That she might barely be vertical come time for the dinner?”

“Oh, I warned them about that. You’re welcome, by the way. It means you have a ready excuse to leave early, if you want to.”

“How’d Momma take the news?”

“She sounded a little sad, but said it’s about time you had yourself a girlfriend.” Kimbra snickered. “She said it with that tone that blamed me for everything. Nothing new there.”

“I hope Holly’s not overwhelmed.”

“Well, I also told Momma about Louis, and she nearly had a conniption fit. You’d think he was her own son.”

Walt leaned forward again. “Stacking the sympathy deck, huh?”

“You betcha. This ain’t my first rodeo, Fingers.”

“Serious question. How sure are you that you can get him a new trial?”

“Pretty damn certain. I’ve already drawn up the paperwork notifying the court I’m his attorney. I need to get my hands on the actual evidence from the trial and go through it. I’ll probably have to file some discovery motions, which might raise a few red flags in the prosecutor’s office, but that’s okay.”

“I didn’t make a mistake, did I?”

“I don’t know. What’d you do?”

“Jumping in like this?”

Her voice dropped, serious but kind. “Listen to me. She needed help, you happened to be in the right place at the right time. You know I done broke Momma and Papi’s hearts by not being a good little church girl, but even I have to admit that maybe there was a higher power out there somewhere looking out for her and you and Louis, all three of you.

“I’m gonna do my damnedest to run this through to the end, no matter what it takes or how long it takes. It might get ugly, and it might take a while, but I’m not going to give up. I have several good legal arguments already, thanks to a lot of the stuff Holly gave me. She’s good. Smart. She might have eventually gotten to this point on her own, but she’s not an attorney and it would have taken years.”

“I don’t know if we’re going to reach the dating stage yet,” he admitted. “I think she’s worried I’m going to dump her because of her fibro.”

“Then at least tell her I told them that so she’s on board. I suspect she won’t mind playing along.” Kimbra laughed. “Maybe she’ll pretend herself right into being your girlfriend for realz.”

Walt pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re trying to play matchmaker again.”

“Duh. What, you think I’m gonna turn my nose up at a perfect opportunity to see you happy?”

A twinge of guilt trickled through him. “What about you?”

Even over the phone he heard her let out one of those sighs, one he was more than familiar with from their years knowing each other. “What makes you think I’m not happy?”

“You don’t have anyone.”

“I have who I need in my life right now. Why do you think I need to have a boyfriend to be happy?”

“I just feel—”

“Guilty,” Kimbra finished for him. “And stop it. You got no reason to feel like that on my behalf. I don’t want a relationship right now.”

Another sigh. “Walt, I’m always gonna love you as a friend and family. I thought I was in love with you back then because I thought that’s what I was supposed to do. I don’t regret what we had together, I really don’t. You’re a good man. But I like my life. I enjoy my work. You like caning people’s asses, and I get the same kind of adrenaline jolt when I stand up in a courtroom and skewer someone’s ass on the stand. That’s my ‘fix.’ And I saw the way she looks at you. If you two don’t act stupid, you could really have something here.”

“I don’t want to move too fast and screw it up.”

“Then don’t. Prove to her you’re a good guy by just being there and staying there. Be someone she can count on. See you seven sharp on Wednesday, Fingers.”

She ended the call, leaving Walt staring at his phone.

Almost immediately, it vibrated in his hand with an incoming text, startling him.

From Holly. Are you busy?

No, why?

Got a minute to talk?

He called her. “Does that answer your question?”

“I’m not interrupting you, am I?”

He could tell, just from the sound of her voice, that something was wrong. “Talk to me. What happened?”

“Wow, you’re good at this.” She told him about her inevitable run-in with Joyce. “So now I’m sitting here in the downtown Sarasota Publix parking lot and trying to decide what to do for lunch.”

He glanced at the time. “I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.”

“What?”

“I haven’t eaten yet.”

“I didn’t mean you had to—”

“Stop,” he gently said. “This gives me a ready excuse to get out of here for a little while. I’ll see you in a few.” He was already up and moving toward his office door before he even ended the call.

Maybe I am addicted to being a white knight.

Was that such a bad thing, though?

It actually took him eight minutes to get there. Fortunately, his office wasn’t far from the Publix. He pulled up next to her car, rolled down his passenger window, and crooked a finger at her.

Without hesitation, she left her car, locked it, and climbed in with him.

“Hi there,” he brightly said. “Long time, no see.”

She offered him a wan smile. “I didn’t mean to pull you away from work.”

He threw the truck into park and turned to face her, holding up a finger. If things were going to work out long-term between them, she’d have to get used to this side of him now.

“Rule number one, sweetheart. When I do something, I do it like an adult. If I couldn’t come, I wouldn’t have offered. I expect you to believe me and not question me when I offer to do something. Okay?”

She nodded, a delightful pink blush creeping into her cheeks as she did.

Down, boy. His cock throbbed in his jeans. He’d rubbed two out the night before after getting home.

“Rule number two,” he said, holding up another finger, “is that you don’t apologize to me when I offer to do something for you. All right?”

She nodded.

He reached out and lightly brushed the fingers of his right hand over the back of her left hand. “Rule number three, if I hurt you in the bad way, even accidentally, you need to tell me so I don’t do it again. Does this hurt?”

“No, that feels good.”

He raised his right hand and caressed her left cheek with the back of his fingers. “How about that? Does that hurt?”

He didn’t miss how she leaned in a little, nuzzling his hand. “No.”

Reaching up, he tucked her hair behind her glasses. “Just to clarify, you’re not currently dating anyone, right?”

She snorted. “No.”

“Neither am I. Kimbra warned me that she fibbed a little to her parents and told them we’re dating. So Wednesday night, during dinner at their place, be prepared for me to play your boyfriend. All right?”

She nodded, meeting his gaze.

“I liked it when you kissed me last night,” he softly said.

Finally, a smile from her. “I liked it, too.”

“Can I have another one?”

She leaned in and kissed him, a little harder, a little longer than last night. He made no move to hold her or deepen it, letting her set the pace.

When she finally leaned back, she was staring into his eyes.

“See, you’re convinced I’m going to get tired of you,” he said. “The truth is, you might get tired of me. And that’s another rule. If I’m overwhelming you, be honest and tell me. You won’t hurt my feelings. I won’t lie to you, and I expect you not to lie to me.”

“Deal,” she said. “Can we seal that one with a kiss?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” This time he leaned in, lightly brushing the tip of his tongue across the seam of her lips, letting her in to explore but not pressing farther. He reached up with his left hand and lightly palmed her right cheek, barely touching, not even holding her there.

His eyes fell closed as he kissed her and he knew.

He just knew.

He knew it the way he’d known it when he’d first met Kimbra.

All he had to do was convince her how right this was.

 

* * * *

 

Holly could barely pull together a coherent thought. She’d never been with someone like Walt before. He was patient and kind and yet she felt his Dominant right there, below the surface and in control.

Damn if she didn’t want to just completely let go to him, no matter how much that thought terrified her.

Mostly because it was so soon, and wouldn’t that make her no better than Joyce?

The difference being she’d sort of known Walt for a while, had acquaintances in common with him, and knew he was a good guy. He had a good reputation, and he apparently wasn’t a man whore.

When he ended the kiss this time, he touched his forehead to hers. “What do you want for lunch, sweetheart?”

Brain no worky.

Seriously, it did not want to work. All she wanted to do was crawl into bed with him. Again, totally unlike her to throw caution to the wind.

“Anything’s fine,” she finally managed.

“Sandwiches? I know a little shop off Main Street that makes great Cubans, with real Cuban bread.”

“Okay.”

He pressed one more kiss to her flesh, this time in the middle of her forehead. “And yes, I plan on being there around seven tonight to work on that sticky back sliding door you told me about.”

She stared at him as he got situated behind the steering wheel. “I…I don’t have anything to cook for dinner unless you want a frozen pot pie.”

“I didn’t ask you to cook me dinner tonight. I’m perfectly capable of feeding myself. Would you like me to bring you dinner?”

She found herself nodding. “Yes, please.”

“Then how about I grab a chicken dinner from good ole Publix on the way over and we’ll eat together?”

She nodded again. “That sounds nice.”

He grinned. “See? Isn’t this easy?”

“What?”

“Making a sadist happy.”

“But…we didn’t do anything.”

“Oh, that’s what you think.” He crooked his finger at her to lean in again and he gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Another rule—you never lie to me about your pain levels, and you never gloss over them when I ask you how you’re doing. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.” She hadn’t meant to say it, it just slipped out.

His grin widened. “Yeah, that. If you want to call me that.”

She nodded, not sure she trusted her voice at that moment.

“So here’s the thing—I’m going to let you set the pace. I won’t pressure you for sex or sexy play. I will ask you about play that might help your pain levels. If you feel pressured, you tell me, and I’ll back off. Understand?”

“But…” She didn’t know how to finish that thought.

“But what?”

“Does that mean you don’t want to sleep with me?”

He smiled. “On the contrary. I won’t pressure you for it, though. You want to sleep with me, you tell me. That happens on your timetable. FYI, I’m not sleeping with anyone else right now, and I’m not dating anyone else. You know about Tory, and there are a couple of other people I sometimes play with like that, but nothing sexual.”

Hell, at this rate she wasn’t even sure how she’d manage to make it through the rest of her work day. “Okay.”

His smile widened. “You’re not even sure what to think right now, are you?”

She shook her head.

He broke into a beaming grin. “Then score one for the sadist.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt bought her lunch and gently teased her in a sexy way all throughout their meal. He damn well knew what he was doing to her.

Yes, he could get his sadistic fix by mentally keeping her on her toes like this.

When he dropped her off at her car, she’d leaned in and kissed him, harder this time, more insistently, and with a lot more tongue.

He’d gladly let her.

“Seven o’clock?” she asked.

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Yep.”

“Can I make a special request?”

“Of course.”

“Could you please bring your violet wand kit with you and work on my back again?”

Reality slammed into him, that this wasn’t only about fun for her. What he did with her could bring her some genuine pain relief, even if only temporarily.

“Of course I can. If you want, I can leave it at your house so it’s always there.”

“But what if we’re at your house?”

He didn’t even want to get his hopes up, but that was as hard as his cock. “Then I guess I’ll have to remember to make sure it travels with me so I always have it for you.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

He smiled. “You have no idea what hearing you say that does to me, do you?”

She shook her head.

He leaned close to whisper into her ear. “It makes me hard. The first time you let me make love to you, be prepared to spend a long time on your back with my face between your legs, because I plan on making you come so many times you lose track.”

A delicious little squeak escaped her as he sat back with a smile on his face. “That’s just one way a sadist has his fun. Seven o’clock, then?”

She nodded.

“Have a good afternoon, sweetie.”

She nodded, but made no move to open her door.

“Did I fry your brain just then?”

She nodded.

He slipped his fingers under her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the back of it. “Get used to it, sweetheart.”


Chapter Twelve

 

Yep, thinking-wise, Holly was pretty worthless for the rest of the afternoon. She ignored Joyce, who was already back from lunch when Holly returned to her workstation.

Between calls, it was all Holly could do not to think about Walt. About the way they’d kissed.

The sound of his voice.

Still…it was hard to think she could ever be that lucky.

Not her.

Never her.

When it was time to clock out for the day, she was still on a call but Joyce left even though they usually waited for each other if one was still on a call.

Good.

One less confrontation for her to deal with.

Tonight, Holly was actually eager to get out of there and get home. Normally going home simply meant she could collapse and shut out the world. It was a retreat, not a respite.

Not tonight.

Tonight she looked forward to Walt coming over.

 

* * * *

 

Walt’s stomach grumbled in protest at the delicious aroma of the chicken dinner filling his truck’s cab. After work, he’d stopped by home to grab shorts and a T-shirt, his violet wand kit, and his tools, before hitting Publix on the way to Holly’s house.

For the first time in a long time, he was eager to be leaving work to do more…work. Even more eager than when it was a Friday before a planned play night.

Something to do. Someone to spend time with.

Holly.

When he reached her house, she opened the front door for him as he made his way up the walk with the food.

“Hope you’re hungry.” He brushed a kiss across her lips as he passed and realized how natural and easy it felt being that comfortable with her.

Taking the food straight to the kitchen, he started setting it out on the counter as she followed him.

“Thank you for this.”

“My treat. Beats eating dinner alone.”

After they ate, he changed clothes but had her stretch out on the couch, facedown and without her shirt on, so he could work on her back with the violet wand.

“Oh, my god, that feels sooo good,” she mumbled.

“I’d say it’s supposed to, but technically it’s not. Still, my inner sadist is happy to be huffing ozone on your behalf.”

She let out a snort. “Inner sadist? You’re totally an outie.”

“Thank you. I think.”

Once he had turned her into a puddle of happy goo, he left her stretched out on the couch, the TV on low, while he went to see about the sliding glass door. It led out to the lanai and would get stuck in the tracks, making it nearly impossible to wrench it open.

He’d spent some free time between patients that afternoon watching videos on YouTube and doing research so he’d know what he was looking at when he got there. He cleaned the track and tried to lubricate the rollers, but pretty soon, he realized the problem and knew he’d have to order parts for it.

“It needs new rollers on the bottom. Looks like the fix isn’t that hard, though.”

“How much?”

“Not much at all.” He’d taken pictures of the wheels, and measurements, and knew what he’d need. “Just need to get them and put them in. Meanwhile, don’t use the door.”

“I rarely go out there anyway.” She sat up and pulled a throw from the back of the couch around her. “We used to spend a lot of time out there, having cookouts and stuff.”

Walt mentally swore that she’d gone from looking relatively peaceful to sad again. He wanted to get her mind refocused. “You know, I had a good laugh when Kimbra called me today and told me she sort of fibbed to her parents about us dating.”

“Oh.”

A tendril of worry filled him. Maybe that was the “too much” that pushed Holly over the line into retreating from him. “I hope you’re not mad about that.”

“I’m not, but why did she tell them that?”

“Her mom sort of hassles her for divorcing me. Not seriously,” he quickly added, “just kind of teasing. So Kimbra told her mom we were dating so her mom would ease up on her.”

“Ah. Are they really going to be okay having me there?”

“Oh, yeah. They love the kids bringing friends. You have to understand, they have a large family. Kimbra’s got three sisters and a brother, and cousins out the wazoo. You’ll fit right in, believe me.”

“I hope I feel up to it.”

“She already warned them about your fibro, too, so that’s not going to be an issue. I want you to enjoy the evening. Take your mind off things.”

“Is that an order?”

He grinned. “It can be, if you’d like it to be.”

“What if I want it to be?”

He stepped a little closer. “Maybe I’d like it to be.”

“Are we negotiating?”

“Are you going to answer everything I say with a question?”

She glanced down. “What if I want to answer everything you say with a question?”

He struggled against his cock, which wanted to get hard. So he sat in the chair across the coffee table from her. “Holly, if you’d like to play with me, if you’d like to do more, let me make it absolutely clear—I’d like that, too. I’d like whatever privileges you want to give me.”

“You’d never want me as a play partner,” she said, staring at her hands in her lap.

“Why not?”

“Because…me. That’s why.”

“Don’t you want to be play partners?”

“Well, yeah, but I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because look at me.”

“I am. Are you scared of me?”

“No!”

“Then try me. I dare you. If you’re so convinced I won’t want you as a play partner, prove me wrong.”

“That’s just silly.”

He leaned in. “Why is it silly?”

She finally looked up at him. “I’ve seen you play. Unless they figure out a way to cure fibromyalgia, I’m never going to be able to play at that level.”

“Serious question. Would you have a problem with me playing with Tory at the club like I did the other night?”

“No.”

“Would you have a problem playing with me like you and I did the other night?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

She reached up and nudged her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. “I’m used to losing,” she quietly said. “Doesn’t mean I like setting myself up for it.”

 

* * * *

 

“The only way this is going to work is if you trust me and let me in.”

Holly stared at him. “The only way what’s going to work?”

Walt smiled. “I’ve told you that you need to let me worry about my ‘needs.’ If you don’t want to date me, or be play partners, or see where this might lead, that’s fine. But you need to tell me you only want to be friends with me. I can do the friends-only thing, just ask Kimbra. I’d like more than that with you, if you’ll let me in.”

She nodded. “I’d like that.”

He stood, crossed the room, and sat next to her on the couch. Then he held his hands out to her, palms up. When she finally placed her hands in his, he gently closed his fingers around hers and brought her hands to his lips and kissed them before tucking them against his chest. His touch felt so light, he didn’t even squeeze her painful joints.

Like he already knew how to perfectly handle her, physically as well as mentally and emotionally.

“You seem to have it in your head that I’m one particular person,” he said. “The truth is, I’m like anyone else. There’s more than one side to me. Sure, I like to play heavy, but it’s not a requirement for me. I can find all sorts of ways to enjoy getting my sadistic fix without it being at the end of a cane or even playing hard. I’m more interested in having a partner who is there for and with me in more than just the dungeon. Someone I can be there for, too. Someone I can take care of, who is a partner to me. Because most of my life isn’t spent at Venture.”

“Yeah, but why would you want me?” she asked. Unable to look him in the eyes, she focused her gaze on his hands. “I have a ton of emotional baggage, I have days where it’s barely all I can do to get out of bed and drag myself to work, and then there’s Louis. What’ll people think about you if you’re with me?”

“Look at me.”

She finally forced her gaze up to his. Blue eyes with flecks of midnight stared back at her.

“I don’t care what people think,” he said. “The kinky part of my life has to stay quiet because of my job. Who I date or have a relationship with is no one’s business but mine. You don’t think I had friends and family who deserted me when I fell in love with and married Kimbra?”

“Why—oh.” Heat filled her face.

“Yeah, oh. Been there, done that. I’d hope that the people I’ve chosen to surround myself with now respect me enough to know that I know my own heart. Hopefully the narrow-minded jerks were weeded out years ago. If not, it’s their loss. We’ll get Louis a new trial somehow.”

“Don’t make me promises you can’t keep.” She fought against the tears pricking her eyes. “You don’t know that.”

“No, you’re right. I don’t know that. But I know Kimbra, and I know nothing will stop her.”

 

* * * *

 

Bless her heart, Holly’s fear radiated from her, a cursed halo she couldn’t shake. One she’d worn for too many years.

Walt knew this was more because of how he felt about her, not how he felt about her situation. She’d been alone for so long, gone through so much, it was no shocker she’d isolated herself and had a hard time seeing what he saw in her.

This wasn’t a case of he wanted to swoop in and rescue her.

Maybe a little at first. Not now. He’d found himself already falling in love with her, her drive, her dedication, her intelligence. While she still saw herself as damaged, someone who couldn’t do what she once could, he saw everything she’d managed to accomplish on her own, her strength, her will.

He saw the real her, not the filter she viewed herself through.

“What if in a few years you’re tired of dealing with me?”

“What will it take to convince you that I know my own heart and I’m not like any other guy you’ve dated before?”

“It just…it feels counterintuitive. Like it’s too easy.”

“Consider it the two of us against nature, then,” he said with a playful smile. “I’ll always have your back, never doubt that. Not for a minute.” He draped her arms around his neck before settling his around her.

“Two against nature, huh?”

“Do you trust me?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“Does that scare you?”

She finally nodded. “Yeah.”

“It scares me, too, because I don’t want to ever harm you. I want to prove to you this is worth trying. Like I said, even if all we can do is be friends, I’ll still have your back.”

He fought the urge to hold his breath as she finally relaxed in his arms, her head resting against his shoulder. He pulled the throw more securely around her shoulders and rested his cheek against her curly hair.

The more time he spent with her, the more right it felt.

Now he’d just have to convince her how right it was.

Good thing for both of them that he was a very patient man.


Chapter Thirteen

 

Tuesday afternoon, Walt was parked and waiting for Holly when she emerged from the building after work. Her stomach ached from the good kind of nerves jumping around in there all day since he’d picked her up at home and drove her to work that morning.

She’d thought she might not sleep well Monday night because of thinking about seeing Walt again so soon, but she’d actually slept pretty damn well.

Unfortunately that made her feel a little guilty. More than a little guilty, actually.

Louis didn’t have a choice about how he slept. About where he slept.

It didn’t help her nerves at all today that she’d ignored Joyce. Holly had brought lunch with her today and left while Joyce was on a call. Holly had staked out a quiet corner in the employee lounge, a place she didn’t often retreat to since she didn’t want to accidentally get roped into socializing more than she wanted to. She was already back at her workstation and on a call when Joyce returned.

Holly had glanced over and spotted the other woman’s frown before she sat and got back to work.

Maybe in a couple of days she’d feel up to dealing with Joyce, but Holly’s spoons were limited.

Right now, she wanted all her extra spoons devoted to Walt.

Walt had been looking at his phone but smiled when he spotted her and had already reached over and opened the passenger door for her.

“Hey,” he said.

She leaned in and kissed him hello. Even that felt natural and right already. “Hey.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Achy. That’s pretty normal for me, though.”

“Honesty time—can you afford to get regular treatments from Nate?”

She felt her face heat. “Not every week, no.” Admitting that sucked, but she refused to lie to him when he’d demanded honesty from her.

After all he’d done for her so far, the least she could do was be honest with him.

It didn’t cost her anything but her pride.

“That’s what I suspected. I’m going to talk to him tonight and see what our options are. I know some of my friends have TENS units, so I want to talk to him about one of those. Maybe he can teach me how to do cupping on you, too. I want to try to work through whatever we can to try to keep your pain levels down.”

She stared at him, barely able to believe what he’d just said. “Huh?”

He pointed at himself and then at her. “We’re a team, right? Two against nature. I can be a sadist and help you feel better at the same time. Totally a win-win.” He smiled.

He’d apparently already obtained the address for Nate’s office, because he didn’t ask her for directions. Twenty minutes later, he pulled his truck into the parking lot outside the building where it was located.

Cherise sat behind the desk and greeted them with a smile. “Hey! He’s just finishing up with a client and he’ll be right with you.” She handed Holly a clipboard with a couple of forms. “Fill those out for me, please, and then I can get you programmed into my system.”

She lowered herself into a chair and must have winced or let out some other signal that she was in pain, because Walt noticed. “How much are you hurting? Honestly?”

She nodded. “Yes.” Putting a number on it was worthless, because a ten on someone else’s scale was maybe a one on hers. Pain was relative and constant. On days she’d slept well and wasn’t unusually stressed, she barely noticed the pain.

When winter hit, or she was in a flare, or something was stressing her out, the same pain could translate into debilitating agony.

Walt let out what sounded like a sad sigh, but he didn’t interrupt her while she filled out the forms. When she finished, he took the clipboard and walked it back up to Cherise, leaning in to talk with her for a moment in tones too soft for Holly to understand.

She was the only other patient in the waiting room, and she took a moment to look around. Several framed pictures hung on the wall, large landscapes that looked soothing, peaceful, as did the soft, light bluish-green paint on the walls. No harsh overhead lights, even though there was a darkened fluorescent fixture in the ceiling. Holly gave thanks for that. Some fluorescent lights triggered migraines in her ever since the attack. Three floor lamps brightly filled in the space, along with the late afternoon sunlight that filtered through the blinds. A couple of Tibetan salt lamps also softly glowed from where they sat on shelves.

When Walt returned, he sat next to her and lightly draped his arm around her shoulders. “Whatever he tells you to do today, I want you to do it. All right?”

“What if I can’t afford it?”

“It doesn’t matter.” His blue eyes pierced through her resistance. “I’m taking care of it.”

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

He smiled and leaned in to kiss the end of her nose. “That’s my good girl.”

Maybe if she wasn’t in constant pain, worried about Louis, or stressed over finances, she might argue with him.

Not today.

For today, it felt too damn good to have someone on her side for a change, someone taking care of her, and maybe it made her weak.

Maybe it made her stupid.

Maybe it made her blind and no better than Joyce.

She didn’t care.

At least she knew enough people who knew Walt, and had seen him in action before. She had no reason to doubt him.

He’d had three chances already he could have tried to cop a feel or do more than he should. Not once had he done that.

He easily could have forced himself on her.

Again, he hadn’t done that.

Trust had to start somewhere, and she didn’t have the spoons to second-guess herself to infinity.

Trust started here.

He was on her side—that’s what he said. The two of them.

The world could—and had—thrown its worst at her. So far she’d managed to keep getting back up, although maybe a little slower each time than the time before.

Now she wanted him, this. A chance.

One damn thing.

An older woman walked out and stopped at the front desk to pay and make a new appointment with Cherise. Down the hallway, Nate appeared and spotted them.

“Come on back,” Nate called out.

“Can I come, too?” Walt asked.

“Sure. It’s up to her.”

“Of course you can,” Holly said. “I thought that was kind of the point.”

Smiling, Walt stood and offered a hand to help her to her feet.

She took it.

 

* * * *

 

Yeah, Walt would be lying if he said watching Holly get worked on by Nate wasn’t about anything more than just because he wanted her to have pain relief. He had a thirst for knowledge about the human body.

Including techniques he could use to help her, but also what he could use or store away for his inner sadist’s future use.

What he didn’t really want to fully admit to Holly yet was that being able to do something for her like this made him feel good in a way he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. He wasn’t expecting anything in return, either.

Some people were addicted to pain, some were addicted to pleasure.

His particular fix—outside of his sadistic fun—came in the form of making a positive, helpful difference in someone’s life. Getting her here to Nate’s today could be the start of her life getting just a little bit easier in at least one way. He couldn’t control her condition, but he could help her mitigate her pain, her symptoms. The bad kind of pain would wear her down and prematurely age her. Holly had enough on her plate to deal with.

Helping her was a win-win and meant she could focus on Louis.

Walt helped Holly climb up on the padded table, a professional and more heavy-duty version of the massage table Nate used at the club. Nate offered her a gown to wear, if she wanted it, but considering he’d already seen her topless at the club, she opted just for a sheet. Once she was facedown on the table, Nate started probing along her spine and shoulders with his fingers.

Purple circles of varying hues still marked her back from the cupping he’d done on her Saturday night.

“How’s your pain levels?” Nate asked.

“Be more specific,” she said. “Because that’s a loaded question.”

“Compared to the other night.”

“The left shoulder’s wanting to knot up again,” she said, then let out a pained gasp as his fingers traced around her shoulder blade.

“You mean right there?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can I feel?” Walt asked.

“Sure,” Holly said.

Nate guided Walt’s fingers around her shoulder blade, and yep, he could feel the knot. “Do you think a TENS unit would help her?” Walt asked.

“I was going to suggest that, yes.”

“Can I buy one?”

Nate let out an amused snort. “You can buy anything.”

“I mean, do we need a prescription or something to get one?”

“No.” Nate turned and picked up a tablet from his desk, swiping through to something before showing Walt. “This is where I get my supplies. They have several reasonable options.”

“Pick one for me to buy for her. One that will do what she needs and you feel is the best unit.”

He tapped through a couple of screens and handed it back to Walt. “That one right there is the one I’m going to use on her. It’s not a professional model, but it’s a good one you can fine-tune and use various modes. It’s relatively inexpensive. They’re fairly heavy-duty, all things considered.”

Walt pulled out his phone, called the site up on it, and started to place his order. “What else will she need?” He held his phone out to Nate.

Nate added a few things to Walt’s shopping cart, including extra electrodes for it. “That kit comes with an AC adapter. But you’ll want to get some rechargeable nine-volt batteries for it on Amazon,” he suggested. “Look at the reviews, though, to make sure they aren’t slightly larger than average-sized batteries.”

“Gotcha.”

“What are you doing?” she asked Walt.

“Ordering. Shh.”

She tried to lift her head, but Nate gently tapped the back of her head with his finger to make her lay it back down again. “Walt, I can’t let you spend more money on me,” she tried to protest.

“Good news, sweetheart. You don’t have to ‘let’ me spend money on you. I’m an adult and can spend it however I want. Tell her it’s a multi-tasker, Nate. I can help or torture her with it. It’s as much for my amusement as it is to help her.”

Nate laughed. “He’s got a point.”

Then the man broke out his own TENS unit, showed Walt how to position the electrode pads depending on where Holly had muscle knots, and turned it on low. “I’ll send you the PDF I developed for different settings. They give a variety of sensations. How’s that feel?” Nate asked her.

“It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt.”

“I’m going to bump it up some. Let me know when it gets painful.” Once he hit that point, he backed it down a few notches. “You want to start out strong and then ease up after a few minutes. That helps kick in the endorphins. Some patients like sharp and zappy at first, and then change it to thumpy and tingly after a few minutes. You’ll have to experiment with what works best for her.”

He started placing acupuncture needles in various locations. Walt could see the tension visibly flow from her body as the treatment progressed.

Walking around to her head, Walt pulled a chair over and sat so he could talk to her. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, thanks,” she softly said.

“Are you all right?”

 

* * * *

 

There was a loaded question if she ever heard one, nearly as difficult to answer as the one about her pain. “I don’t know how to feel about everything you’re doing for me.”

“I don’t expect you to feel any particular way,” Walt said. “I won’t do something I don’t want to do or can’t afford. My goal is to do things that I enjoy doing and that make your life easier, or lessen your bad pain. Consider it an early Christmas gift, if you want. I’m having fun doing this.”

“Listen to him, my dear,” Nate lazily drawled as he placed another needle. “I’ve known him for a couple of years. If I didn’t think he was a good person, I never would have let you walk off with him the other night. I can’t think of two people better suited to be together.”

“I didn’t even pay him to say that,” Walt said.

“Relax and let me do my job,” Nate playfully scolded. “Just close your eyes and we’ll wake you up when it’s over.”

Maybe she should do just that. Give in and let this happen, whatever it was. Wasn’t it time something good happened in her life?

Still, when she thought about enjoying this, relaxing and letting it happen, that’s when her thoughts drifted to Louis.

Guilt always followed.

Why should she get to enjoy anything when he sat in jail?

When she’d been recovering in the hospital, a counselor had stopped by to see her. She’d warned Holly about survivor’s guilt while obviously stepping around Holly’s concerns about Louis, given the state of the criminal case.

Here she was, with a great guy she had a reasonable chance with, if he didn’t come to his senses.

What’d Louis have?

Not a damn thing. Worse, he didn’t even have his freedom, and he wouldn’t discuss with her how he was really doing. She worried about him, about what he was enduring.

Maybe Kimbra was the answer to Holly’s prayers.

The appointment took ninety minutes, and when Walt helped her sit up at the end of it, she did feel somewhat better. As had happened Saturday night, the worst of the pain had faded back.

She could move a little more freely.

Walt helped her put her shirt back on while Nate made some notes on his tablet. “Make sure you set up another appointment with Cherise for next week. We need to keep up with this, or you’ll be in misery come winter at this rate, hmm?”

“I will. Thank you.”

“I’ll make sure she does,” Walt added.

“Good man.”

Holly didn’t even bother trying to talk Walt out of paying when they reached Cherise. It wasn’t a point to argue about now. She knew Walt wasn’t just trying to score brownie points to get her into bed.

Although she did want to get into bed with him.

When they returned to his truck, he opened the passenger door for her and helped her in. “Feel like eating out? Or would you like me to cook us dinner?”

“Do you like Publix sushi?”

“I love it. Why?”

“How about we split the difference, pick some up, and take it back to my place? Eating out without being out.”

He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Worn out?”

“Yeah, sorry.”

“Seriously, no apologies. That’s why I asked. And that’s an excellent suggestion.”

“Fibro fog girl has one every once in a while.” She forced a smile. “I’m not just a pretty face.”

He’d started to shut the door, but at her comment he stepped in again, his expression somber. “I wish you wouldn’t put yourself down. Do you have any idea how much you do it?”

Heat filled her face. “Sorry.”

“No, sweetie. Don’t apologize. I wish you could see yourself the way I see you.”

He gently stroked her arm. That was something else about him—his touch never hurt. That alone was a very rare thing. It was like he knew exactly how to touch her without causing her the bad kind of pain. Sometimes, regular hugs with people were extremely painful.

Not with Walt.

“I’ve had a rough six years,” she finally said.

“I know. That’s one of the many reasons I want to do this the right way—at your speed—and be patient. Because once you can finally see things the way I see them, I think you’re going to like it a lot.”

Less than an hour later, they were back at her place, she’d changed into a soft oversized T-shirt that hung down past her ass, and they were snuggled together on the couch and watching TV.

Even this felt…right.

Right in a way very little had felt in her life in too damn long.

“Thank you for this,” she said. “I know I keep saying it, but I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

He leaned in to rub noses with her. “Then show me by learning to not put yourself down. You are not the first person with chronic pain to be involved in BDSM. Look at Dani. She’s in pain, both from her accident and fibro. I have a lot of patience. We’ll find stuff you like to do that helps you out.”

“You can’t wait to shock me with that TENS unit, can you?”

“Oh, you have no idea.” He grinned. “Look at how much you enjoy the violet wand.”

“True.” She really did enjoy it. Just the thought of it was enough to dampen her panties.

Or maybe that was more because of the man who wielded it against her flesh so damn well.

It was nearly eleven when he finally left for the night. He’d also replaced several lightbulbs for her in ceiling fixtures that she’d been putting off doing. He’d ordered what he needed for the sliding glass door repair and would be finishing that as soon as he received the parts.

She was starting to suspect he wouldn’t ever leave without doing at least one thing for her, big or little.

As she stood there in his arms, the warmth of his body a comfort even on the warm Florida summer night, she realized how easy it’d be to get addicted to this, to him.

“Tomorrow night, then,” he said. “I’ll pick you up, and we’ll only stay as long as you feel up to.”

“Okay.” She really did want to try to make it. If nothing else, because it was Kimbra’s family. “Thanks for everything.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Thank me by letting me do stuff for you. Especially stuff that helps you feel better. I don’t expect anything in return.”

She tipped her face up to his, kissing him. “You might end up with a subby, if you’re not careful.”

He smiled. “I wouldn’t mind that at all, sweetheart, believe me.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

If it wasn’t for the fact that it was Kimbra’s family, and that Holly was attending the dinner with Walt, Holly knew she’d probably cancel. Despite the treatment by Nate the night before, her stress ratcheted up during the day. Especially at lunch, when Joyce made a point to glare at her then turn her back on her without a word and storm off.

Between her stress and her pain, Holly wasn’t sure how she was supposed to pretend she was a functional human being who people wouldn’t think was a total and worthless basket case.

It pissed her off, too.

Once upon a time, Holly had a really good life, a decent career, and hadn’t felt like she had to rely on others. She’d felt worthwhile, independent, and pretty much like she had a handle on her life.

One afternoon changed everything and drop-kicked her into a living hell in more ways than one.

It felt more than a little strange to have crawled her way up the slope to the edge of the crevasse and be peering over it into the tantalizing hints of what might be a relatively “normal” life lying just out of reach.

The question was, could she keep fighting to reach it?

She didn’t want to think about the possibility that she was setting herself up for failure with Walt. Kimbra, Nate, and Cherise didn’t have a problem with him. Hell, he played with Kimbra’s friend, Tory. Tony seemed to like the guy.

Surely any of them would have noticed he was a closet serial killer, or at least an asshole, right?

That meant she needed to hang on and try to see this through to whatever might lie ahead.

Because what she’d been doing so far wasn’t working for her any longer. If anything, it was trying to drag her more deeply into what she knew was close to approaching depression.

On her way home, she stopped by the store and picked up several flavored dark chocolate bars, a small gift bag and tissue paper, and what she hoped would be received as a funny birthday card for the man she’d never met, but who Walt assured her had a great sense of humor.

When Walt arrived to pick her up, he smiled when he saw the gift bag. “Chocolate?”

“Just like you told me.”

“Excellent. He’ll fall in love with you.”

“You said they know about Louis?”

“No one will judge you or him,” Walt assured her. “Kimbra’s family is great. Hell, Kimbra and I have been divorced for twice as long as we were married, and they still love me.”

Kimbra’s parents, Cedro and Amaleeza Luzon, lived in an older but well-kept house in Osprey, in a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood that invoked serenity and peace just by driving through.

“What do they do for a living?” she asked him.

“Momma is a retired science teacher. Papi’s an electrician and owns his own business. He’s got something like thirty guys working for him.”

“Wow, that’s great.”

“Yeah. That’s how I knew how to fix your front porch light. He taught me a few basics to get by on my own. Anything serious, though, I call him.”

The driveway was full and cars had been parked along the street when they pulled up. Walt turned around and parked at the end of the line. After getting out, he opened the back cab door and pulled out a gift bag of his own.

“Papi’s going to love us,” he told her with a grin.

He walked around to open her door for her and offered her a steadying arm as she climbed out. She also noticed how he slowed and matched his pace to hers as they headed up the driveway to the front door.

He’d reached out to ring the bell when the front door was thrown open by a slender black woman nearly Walt’s height, and who wore a beaming grin. “There he is!” She engulfed him in a huge hug before he could even say anything.

“Hey, Momma.” As she finally released him and focused on Holly, he held out a staying arm. “Amaleeza Luzon, this is Holly Olson. But please, be gentle. She’s got fibromyalgia, and hugging can hurt.”

“Git outta my way, Walt,” she said. “Kimbra already warned me.” She stepped forward, still smiling. “You will call me ‘Momma,’ FYI,” she insisted before opening her arms to Holly. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” Holly stepped into her embrace, pleasantly surprised when the woman lightly patted her back without even squeezing her at all. “Thank you for inviting me tonight.”

Holly was whisked inside the delicious-smelling house and quickly introduced to so many people she knew she’d never remember everyone’s names on the first try. Walt led her through the house to the large kitchen, where they found Kimbra and her father apparently arguing over the proper way to season something cooking on the stove.

“And here’s the birthday boy,” Walt said, introducing them.

Cedro had also apparently been prewarned about her fibro and gently greeted her, insisting she call him Papi.

She held out her gift bag. “Happy birthday.”

His eyes lit up as he pulled the chocolate bars from the bag. “I see Walt already gave you some advice, thank you!” He leaned in and dropped his voice. “Quick, help me hide them!”

“I heard that!” Momma called out from the kitchen doorway. “Cedro Luzon, you know the rules. You get it when I tell you you get it.”

“Can’t blame a man for trying.”

Kimbra burst out laughing. “Papi, you’re incorrigible.”

“It’s bad enough she’s already bribed my men into telling on me,” he playfully complained. “I can’t even indulge in my own home.”

Walt eased Holly out of the kitchen and got her settled on a comfortable sofa in the living room. After going to get her a glass of water, he rejoined her, his arm protectively draped around her shoulders.

Kimbra joined them a few minutes later. “I filed the first batch of motions for Louis’ case,” she told Holly. “Now it’s just a matter of me finishing going through all his files. But I need to go talk to him, too.”

“I’m going to visit him next Saturday, if you’d like to come,” she told Kimbra.

“That’ll work for me. I filed the motions already to alert the court I’m his new attorney. That’ll give me time to file notices with DOC.”

“I’ll drive you,” Walt said.

“You can’t, sugar,” Kimbra told him. “You need to apply to be a visitor, and that usually takes a couple of weeks.”

“You’re going.”

“I’m his attorney. That’s different.”

“She’s right,” Holly told him.

Holly would have laughed over the slightly pouty look on Walt’s face if she didn’t think it’d hurt his feelings.

“Fine.” He almost looked like a disappointed kid. “I can still drive you.”

“And what, sit outside and wait for a couple of hours?” Kimbra asked. “No. That’s just silly, Walt.”

“You forget how stubborn I am,” he said. “I’m driving you, and I’ll wait outside for you.”

Kimbra rolled her eyes but turned to Holly. “Might as well agree with him. He is stubborn. Did he warn you about that?”

“I’m starting to get the memo, yeah.”

“Once he latches on, just let him have his way, if you’re so inclined.”

Momma also joined them. “Kimbra told us about your brother’s case. If you need anything, you let us know.”

“I need a lot of luck and prayers,” Holly said. “I had really started to worry that I might never get him free.”

“Well, my daughter is at least twice as stubborn as I am, and anyone you ask will tell you I’m the most stubborn woman they know.” Momma nodded her head, punctuating the statement. She had short, natural hair clipped close to her scalp, which offset her beautiful hoop earrings even more. She hadn’t passed her brown eyes or dark brown skin to her daughter, but Kimbra had her mother’s slim, willowy build instead of her father’s short, stocky frame.

“Thank you all for welcoming me like this. I’m…overwhelmed.”

Momma tipped her head to the side. “You don’t have any other family?”

“Not really. Not who I’m close to anymore. Once Louis was convicted and I stood by him, most of them deserted me.”

“I know that feeling,” Momma said. “My mother hated Cedro when I brought him home. My father wasn’t very fond of him either. Once we started having kids, they finally came around and decided to get to know him.” She grinned. “They learned to like the taste of crow, I guess. Now his family, they never had a problem with me. At least I had them to fall back on for a few years.”

“They didn’t like him because he wasn’t black?”

Momma laughed. “No, they didn’t like him because he didn’t go to college. My mother and father were the first in their families to graduate from college. They pretty much expected us to as well. I met Cedro through my roommate’s brother. They worked together. I dared to fall in love with a blue-collar worker. Honestly? He made a lot more money than I did over the years. When he asked me to retire, I was happy to. Now I volunteer as an after-school tutor at a youth center up in Newtown.”

Papi’s voice boomed through the house. “Let’s eat!”

“And there’s the call,” Momma said. “Hope you brought your appetite.”

“It smells delicious.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt struggled to calm his nerves. While he knew the Luzon family would welcome Holly with open arms, he worried more about Holly’s nerves getting the better of her. Fortunately, as they all sat at the huge table to eat, she seemed to be doing quite well.

As the evening progressed, he kept a close watch on her, looking for signs she was trying to conceal her pain or discomfort from him, but with Kimbra’s help she seemed to have relaxed and genuinely enjoyed herself.

At one point, while Walt had taken their dishes into the kitchen to rinse off, Momma cornered him.

“I love her,” she whispered in his ear. “Don’t let this one get away from you.”

Kimbra’s family didn’t know about the kinky part of his life. He and Kimbra had kept that knowledge back from them for obvious reasons. “I’m going to do my best not to.”

“Good. ’Bout time you were happy. I ain’t seen you smile this much in years.” She patted him on the shoulder and left him standing there, thinking about her words.

So it wasn’t just him.

Once Holly had finally reached her endurance limit for the evening, they bid their good-byes and he drove her home.

“Thank you for this,” she said. “I really did have fun.”

“I hope it wasn’t too much for you.”

“No, I needed this. Really needed it.”

“What, exactly?”

“A reminder of the way life’s supposed to be. I’ve spent the past six years with blinders on, tunnel vision. Hyper-focused on one goal. I needed this.”

“Fair warning, Momma’s ready for us to set a wedding date.”

Her laugh sounded tired, but genuine. “I got that impression, too.” She reached over and laid her hand on his thigh. “Will they be okay with us taking our time?”

“I think so. Don’t be surprised if she starts giving you hints, though.”

“Like what?”

“Like asking what flavor wedding cake you want.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

Thursday morning, Holly felt the good kind of exhausted, but her pain levels were manageable.

Having been welcomed into the Luzon family was almost as good as hitting the lottery, in her mind.

Still avoiding direct contact with Joyce, Holly instead chose to take her lunch to work again. She and Walt texted as much as possible during work, and Walt came over after work to finish repairing the sliding glass doors. At least he let Holly cook him dinner, and she had talked him into bringing his laundry over so she could wash it for him.

It was one small way to help her feel like she wasn’t totally mooching off him.

Friday morning was much the same, except Joyce did manage to tell Holly good morning when she arrived a few minutes after Holly.

Holly decided to take the high road and return the greeting, but Joyce still left for lunch without Holly.

Which was fine with her, because she’d brought her lunch again.

That night when Walt arrived at Holly’s after work, he wore a playful grin.

“What?”

“Lookie what UPS brought today.” He held up a box. “Your new TENS unit.”

“I’ll pay you—”

“Stop it,” he gently said. “No, you won’t. Consider this me being a sadist.” He grinned. “Nate sent me the PDF of settings for it. He recommended going with slightly stingy and zappy first, and then switch it to the thumpy, tingly sensations.”

Before he let her start cooking dinner, he had her remove her shirt so he could affix the sticky contact leads to her shoulders. When he first turned it on, he had to tweak the adjustments quite a bit as she fought the urge to squirm and wince against the feel of the current, until she let out a sigh.

“Better?”

“Yeah. I don’t understand why it works.”

“It’s making your muscles move around, for starters. Loosening them up. I’ll get you a good set of rechargeable batteries so you’re not being eaten alive by the price of new ones.” He helped ease her oversized T-shirt on over her head so she didn’t dislodge the electrode pads. “I’ll change the setting in a few minutes, like he said.”

“Thank you.” She fought the urge to burst into tears as she hugged him. “Thank you for everything you’ve been doing for me.”

“Hey, I’m happy to do it. Like I said, I like helping.”

She kissed him. “Remember how you said stuff would only happen at my speed?”

“Yeah?”

“I think I want to shift things into a higher gear. If you want to.”

“I told you, that’s your call.”

“You’re the easiest damn Dom to get along with. You know that?”

“I try.” He gently stroked her arms. “How about tomorrow night we go to dinner with everyone, if you feel up to it, then to the club? Then maybe back to my place after that. If you change your mind at any time, you say so. No pressure. I’m happy to spend the time with you, even if we’re only watching TV.”

She nodded. “Yeah. That sounds great.” She didn’t want him to let go of her. “You don’t think it’s horrible of me to want to do this so soon, is it?”

“Why would I think that?”

“I mean, I chewed Joyce out for sleeping with that guy.”

“This is a different situation,” he said. “For starters, you might not feel like doing anything tomorrow night, so don’t feel that way about something that hasn’t even happened. Secondly, we’ve sort of known each other for a while. Third, you’re an adult, and I’m an adult. We’re not rushing things. If we were talking about the first time we’d met in real-life, yeah, I’d be slowing things down on my end.”

“You would?”

“I don’t like crazy. I don’t willingly invite it into my life.”

“And yet you’re getting involved with a woman whose brother is in jail.”

“Different. Do you know the story of Rachel’s guy, Andrew, and his ex?”

“No.”

“His ex tried to set fire to his car. That was the culmination of a bunch of other stuff. That’s the kind of crazy I’m talking about. Your situation is complex and complicated, but it’s not crazy. Well, that Louis is even in jail in the first place is crazy, but it’s not something the two of you had control over.”

“How do you know I’m not lying about any of this?”

He smiled. “Because Kimbra would have backhanded me upside the head. That woman has a seriously good head on her shoulders.” His smile faded. “It doesn’t bother you that we’re friends, does it?”

She hugged him. “No. I’m glad you guys are still friends. And I’m glad her family adopted me. I had a good time Wednesday night, even if it wore me out.”

While Walt worked on a few other repair projects for Holly, she cooked them a very simple one-dish chicken pasta dinner with veggies. Then they sat on the couch and ate in front of the TV. It felt so comfortable to spend time like this with him.

Like they’d known each other forever.

Part of her was tempted to ask him to spend the night that night. They’d already had the conversations about sexual history and precautions, a conversation Holly honestly hadn’t expected to have again in…ever.

It was a nice complication to have.

Eventually, Walt headed home after helping her clean up the kitchen. They’d touch base tomorrow after she woke up and gauged her pain levels.

As she settled into bed, Holly closed her eyes and tried not to get her hopes up about her body.

Especially now that she had a darn good reason to get her hopes up.

 

* * * *

 

Walt had slept well Friday night after going home, taking a shower, and rubbing one out during said shower.

Holly had that effect on him, but it was something he wouldn’t talk about with her unless she directly asked him. He wouldn’t lie to her, but he dang sure didn’t want her to feel like he was pressuring her, or make her feel guilty.

He was a grown man capable of taking care of some things on his own.

Saturday morning, he resisted the urge to text Holly out of fear of waking her up. Instead, he kept himself busy around the house, taking care of some of his own chores. Fortunately he had a lawn service take care of that, but there were a few things he’d neglected while spending time at Holly’s over the past week. She hadn’t been to his house yet, and if she ended up spending the night there with him, he didn’t want her thinking he was a slob.

The long-term picture was now sharply focused in his mind—where he wanted things to go with her. That was all that mattered, and if it meant sleeping alone or using his own hand until she caught up with him, he could easily live with that.

He’d been young and naive when he’d fallen in love with Kimbra. The kid he’d been back then had learned harsh life lessons since, was wiser, calmer, more patient.

Ready to take things slow.

Part of the problem with him wooing Kimbra had been he’d fallen so hard for her that he’d thought their love could overcome anything and everything, make it all okay, no matter what.

Wisdom came with age and experience, and experience came from hastily-made decisions.

While he’d never trade his friendship with Kimbra for anything, he knew he’d placed unrealistic expectations on her and their relationship, dooming it from the start. She’d always been honest with him.

But the more he worked with kids, the more he’d wanted one of his own. Contrasting with that the fact that it wasn’t just enough for him to be kinky in bed, even though he thought it was enough back then.

Now, he knew better. He was a Dominant.

It was who he was, not just something he did.

It wasn’t fair to Kimbra.

With Holly, he had a chance at having nearly everything he wanted. Older and wiser, yes, he understood kids might not be an option, especially with her health. He wasn’t getting any younger, either.

But the rest of it…all of it.

That could be them.

The Dominant could protect and love her, and the sadist could have some fun, too.

Maybe the kindest thing Kimbra had ever done was to divorce him. Otherwise, he’d have never met Holly.

It was nearly eleven when Holly finally texted him good morning.

He opted to call her back instead of texting. “How are you feeling today?”

“Not bad.” She didn’t sound too bad, either. “I’d still like to go tonight.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me, too.”

After chatting a few more minutes, she got off the phone. He was about to head to the shower when the phone rang again.

Kimbra. “Yeesss?”

“Incoming, Fingers. ETA fifteen.”

He silently groaned. “What?”

“That kid from last week? Charlie Hensley?”

“Yeah?”

“We might need to hold his momma back from skinning him alive. He’s in custody. Again. This time, with charges against him.”

Walt rubbed at his forehead. “How long’s this going to take?”

“Not long. Be ready.” She hung up.

He headed for the shower and was still pulling his shoes on when she pulled into his driveway and honked the horn.

He remembered to leave his pocketknife on the kitchen counter as he headed out.

Kimbra did not look amused. “Sorry about this.” She backed out of the driveway while he was still buckling his seat belt.

“FYI, I’m supposed to pick up Holly for dinner later. So if this runs too late, I’m going to have to bail on you.” He texted Holly to let her know what was going on, and to tell her he’d call her as soon as they were done.

“Naw, it’ll just be a couple of hours at the most. Same detectives were brought in. They called me directly so I could get you.”

“Don’t they have a weekend interpreter?”

“They do, but I suspect as mad as the mom sounded in texts when she got ahold of me that we’re going to need your special…talents to keep her from killing the kid.”

“You’re telling me you want me to go Dom on a juvenile suspect’s mother?”

“If necessary. I don’t need Louise ending up in jail for threatening the kid or the cops or whatever. She is beyond pissed off. You’ve already dealt with her once. You have a rapport with her.”

“Okay. It’s your dime.”

This time, Charlie sat wearing handcuffs chained to the interview room table, and the mother was angrily signing at him non-stop when Kimbra and Walt were led in after Kimbra had talked to the detectives.

“I need some time alone with my client,” Kimbra told the cops.

“And can he at least have one hand uncuffed?” Walt asked. “How’s he supposed to talk like that?”

One of the detectives nodded to the guard. “Go ahead and uncuff him.”

When it was just Walt and Kimbra with Louise and Charlie Hensley, Kimbra started talking, Walt interpreting as she questioned the kid. The mother kept angrily interjecting, yelling at her son, which Walt also interpreted for Kimbra.

Finally, Kimbra held up her hands to the woman in a placating gesture. “Momma, I know you’re upset with him, but please let me do my job and see what I can do to help him.”

The woman backhanded Charlie’s shoulder, but nodded and sat back, glaring at him.

“I didn’t know they stole the car,” Walt interpreted. “I swear I didn’t. Mom had to work and they asked if I wanted to go out. I thought it belonged to someone’s parents.”

“These are different kids than the last bunch?” Kimbra asked.

Charlie nodded.

“You really need to pick a better group of friends,” Kimbra said. “You know that?”

“One of them is the brother of a guy I go to school with. He knows ASL. There’s not a lot of kids in my school who sign.”

“I’m going to warn you right now that you’re going to have to testify against those kids if you want to avoid jail time. I might not be able to plea this down anyway. This is the second time in a week you’re supposedly innocent but hanging out with kids who aren’t. How many times you think the cops are going to believe you, huh?”

Louise Hensley backhanded his shoulder again, the kid leaning away from her. She grabbed his shirt, hauled him upright, and angrily started signing at him.

Kimbra once again interrupted. “Momma, please.”

Louise sat back, her gaze shooting daggers at her son.

Walt took over with the mother. “Ma’am, you won’t help your son if you lose your composure,” he signed as he spoke. “We can’t help your son unless you remain calm. If you can’t do that, then you’ll have to leave the room while Kimbra talks with him.”

That seemed to get through to her. She deflated, finally nodding and sitting back, crossing her arms over her chest as she observed.

Unfortunately for Charlie Hensley, he would have to face arraignment. Luckily for him, the detectives were in a charitable mood and let Kimbra talk them into a lesser charge in exchange for his testimony against the other kids, which a prosecutor agreed to.

It was after four o’clock when they got out of there, and Walt called Holly as soon as they were back in Kimbra’s car. “Kimbra’s taking me home now. How are you feeling?”

“I’m still doing okay. I took it easy today, like you suggested. Do you still feel like going out, though?”

“Absolutely.”

“So what happened?”

He filled her in as generically as he could without breaking confidentiality. When he finally got off the phone with Holly, he noticed Kimbra wore a knowing smirk.

“What?”

She shook her head. “Nothin’. You got it so bad for her, it’s absolutely adorable. You know that?”

“No offense, but there might be times I have to tell you no to my services if I’m with her.”

“I get it, Fingers, don’t worry.” She didn’t speak for a moment. “I’m really happy for you, Walt. Seriously.”

Her tone made him look. She was focused on the road, and her sunglasses hid her gaze from him. “You all right?”

“Yeah, I am. I just want you to know that

“Thanks for putting up with me for all these years.”

“I knew you’d eventually find yourself your Ms. Right. You just needed to open your eyes and actually start lookin’ for her.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

Excitement.

It was hard to label the emotion, since it’d been so damn long since she’d actually felt it.

Holly had packed an overnight bag, including remembering to grab the TENS unit and Walt’s violet wand kit.

Hopefully both items would be part of their play this weekend.

When he arrived, he’d already made it to the front door before she’d even realized he was there. She opened the door, rising up to kiss him hello.

“You’re like a ninja Dom.”

“I didn’t want you carrying your stuff. Where is it?”

“On the couch. Am I dressed all right?” She’d decided to wear the same sundress she’d worn last week.

“You look great, sweetheart.” He kissed her again. “And that’s a rule, by the way.”

“What?”

“You don’t carry things if I’m around, all right?”

“Why?”

“Because that’s my job. I don’t want you carrying things and hurting yourself.”

It sounded silly, but from the intense expression in his eyes, she could tell it meant something to him. “Okay. Yes, Sir.”

“That’s my good girl.”

A pleasant shiver rippled through her body.

Yeah, she liked it when he said that.

Maybe it was stupid, but it felt good to have someone to lean on. Someone she was scary-fast coming to rely on in many ways.

After years alone and slogging through life on her own, it was a nicely unexpected complication to have.

On the way to dinner, he drove with one hand resting palm-up on her thigh so that she could lay her hand in his.

Another thing that amazed her, that he took great pains to be careful with her, to shield her from unintentional pain.

In a life full of pain, he was quickly becoming her buffer.

She liked it.

Shoving the other “L” word out of her brain for now, she decided she’d let this weekend happen however it happened. She was an adult and deserved this, dammit.

Dani and Todd weren’t at Sigalo’s, but Coop and Hunter had come out. She’d hoped to talk to Dani about her fibro. Everyone was different, but maybe she could pick up some tips from her.

They ended up sitting next to the couple anyway, and Walt was the one to start the conversation with the men.

“How’s Dani doing?”

“She’s in pain tonight,” Coop told them. “Todd volunteered to stay home and take care of her.”

“While we’re here,” Walt said, glancing in Holly’s direction, “I wanted to pick your brain for ideas about Holly’s fibro pain.”

“To help relieve it?” Coop asked.

“Yeah.”

“TENS unit, cupping, and spankings.” Coop grinned. “And forced orgasm play. The last doesn’t completely take away Dani’s pain, but it sure takes her mind off it for a while.”

Hunter laughed. “True story.”

“I don’t know if spankings are going to be on Holly’s menu,” Walt said, looking her way again. “I think her pain levels are different.”

“Keep something in mind,” Hunter said. “Dani was a dancer. She was used to going hard every day. Different situation. What works for her might not work for someone else. But we’ve also found some over-the-counter supplements that seem to help her.”

Walt pulled out his phone and started taking notes as they listed them.

Holly watched all of this, amused beyond belief. Here was a man she’d known a relatively short time, who was already actively vested in trying to help her.

The sudden prickle of tears stinging her eyes surprised her. She had to take off her glasses and wipe at her eyes.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?” Walt asked.

She nodded.

“What’s wrong?”

The laugh escaped her as she slid her glasses back into place. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just…adjusting.”

He leaned in, nuzzling his lips along the shell of her ear. “Adjusting to having someone take care of you?”

Now her clit was starting to throb. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

“Just remember my promise to you about the first time I get you in bed.” He pressed a kiss against her cheek and sat back, smiling.

Now her clit screamed.

How could she forget that?

 

* * * *

 

Walt fought and barely won the battle not to sit there and giggle like a maniac. He already had Holly mentally off balance, which was exactly what he wanted. No, he couldn’t just throw her over his lap and spank her like Coop could with Dani.

To work with Holly, he’d have to exercise their bodies’ biggest sex organ—their brains. He could do a lot of the work that way, building a rapport with her, reinforcing it, and mindfucking her in good ways to drive her hard into subspace.

When they finished dinner and headed to the club, he could tell her nerves were winding up a little.

“Are we still okay, sweetheart?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Remember you can say red to anything. Play, sex—anything. Unless I know you’re into something, I can’t enjoy it.”

“I wish I could play hard.”

“I thought we’d settled this?” He really needed to figure out a way to get her to understand he meant every word he said.

He didn’t “need” heavy play. Heavy play didn’t mean anything to him if his partner didn’t want it or couldn’t take it. Tory was a heavy masochist.

The play Walt had done with Holly last week had stayed with him all week, memories of it figuring prominently every time he rubbed one out.

His libido, since meeting Holly, had gone into overdrive, he was happy to see. “I’ve been thinking. I’d like to try a little experiment tonight, if you’re up to it.”

“What?”

“I’d like to try dropping you into subspace and then do a light flogging on your back. I packed a very soft set of suede floggers. Deerskin. I usually don’t get a chance to use them. They’re thumpy.”

 

* * * *

 

The thought of Walt shirtless, moving around her like he did with Tory…

Another jolt of heat headed straight to her clit. “I’m not sure I can stand with my hands over my head.”

“You don’t have to. You can use a bench, one of the horses, or a kneeler. Or laying flat on the mats.”

“Okay. Won’t know until we try, right?”

“Right. In fact, the mats might be the best. Get you warmed up with the violet wand and some reflexology, and then try the floggers.”

The thought of his hands on her didn’t help her throbbing clit any. “Yes, Sir.”

He smiled. “Good girl.”

Once they were at the club, he immediately led her over to the other side, to claim the mats before anyone else started. For a little while, they had the new side to themselves.

He spread a throw for her to lie down on after she pulled her sundress off. She watched while he set up, getting his violet wand kit ready and digging the two floggers out of his bag.

“Here,” he said, handing them to her.

She felt them. The soft, supple leather felt more like a chamois than an implement of BDSM play. “They’re so soft and light.”

“Exactly.” He set them aside. When he started using the violet wand on her, she allowed her brain to unplug and disengage, letting him push a little and try a stronger setting as he ran the probe up and down her body.

She let out a soft moan as warmth flowed through her and her clit resumed its dull, insistent throbbing between her legs.

She was aware of Walt swapping out the probes, but she didn’t care. Her body relaxed, the good pain more a deep, comforting warmth soaking into her aching muscles.

“Tony and Nate told me that a person’s body can be trained to react to pain as if it were pleasure,” he said. “That rewiring the brain is stupid easy.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t hate it.” When she peeked, she spotted his playful smile.

“I’m your guinea pig, Sir.”

“Such a pretty one you are, too.”

When he switched from the violet wand to reflexology, her body responded to his hands as if he was already plugged directly into her brain stem. He seemed to know exactly how hard to press, and how long, to get the desired result.

Switching back and forth between that and the violet wand, she had no idea how long she lay there, except that it felt sooo damn good and she didn’t want to move.

Eventually, his voice spoke in her right ear. “Want me to try the floggers?”

“Yes, Sir,” she said, not opening her eyes.

He disappeared for a moment. Then she felt him standing over her, straddling her. A slight breeze caressed her flesh first, then she flinched at the touch of leather against her back. He started out by sweeping the falls up and down her spine, not hitting, just stroking her with them as he gauged her ability to tolerate the sensation.

Emboldened by her positive response, he started to increase the pressure, the impacts growing in strength and frequency as he picked up the rhythm of the music. Holly relaxed even more, the sensation totally good, not the slightest bit of pain or discomfort.

Walt worked his way up and down her body, focusing on her shoulders, even smacking her in the ass through her panties, prompting her to wiggle it at him and earning her a laugh in response.

“Someone likes being flogged.”

“Yes, Sir. That feels great.”

“Did you want me to try different floggers?”

“How different?” She didn’t want to talk. She just wanted him to keep doing what he was doing.

“I have some that are still relatively soft, but they’re a little beefier than these.”

“Can I feel them?”

“Of course.” He stepped away for a moment and returned with them, holding one so she could feel it. Still soft and supple, but the leather was thicker, heavier.

“I’d like to try them, please, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

He repeated the same procedure, first brushing them along her back before starting actual strokes with them, picking up the force and speed as she settled in.

Now this…She wanted to melt into the mats below her. It felt like a massage, even better than the first floggers had felt.

“Give me a color,” he said during one pause.

“Greeeeeenn.”

He laughed and started in again. She wondered if he was doing a Florentine pattern, from the speed and tempo of the beats. She lay perfectly still, hoping he wouldn’t be upset if she fell asleep on him.

This was, literally, the most relaxed she’d felt in…years.

The flogging stopped. He got down onto his knees, straddling her back and working his fingers along either side of her spine, tracing it up and around her shoulder blades until he located the biggest myofascial knot on her left side.

She winced as he started manipulating it, but it was still the good kind of pain, making her moan in pleasure. “Ooohh, my god. Please don’t stop.”

“We good?”

“If you don’t stop, yes, Sir.”

She heard Nate laugh from somewhere nearby but she didn’t open her eyes when she heard Walt talking with him.

Then Walt leaned in to softly speak in her ear. “Is it all right if Nate shows me how to do pressure cupping on you?”

“Mmmhmm.”

He chuckled. “I need a yes or no, sweetheart.”

“Yes, Sir. Pretty please.”

“Ooh, she’s snarky when she feels good,” Nate teased.

She kept her eyes closed, enjoying feeling like this, as Nate showed Walt how to position the pressure cups on her back.

At some point, Nate went away, the cups were removed, and Walt draped another throw over her. When she felt him stretch out next to her on the mats, she instinctively rolled to face him, snuggling close.

“How do you feel, sweetheart?”

“Greeeeenn.”

A soft chuckle rumbled through his body. “I take it that was good?”

“Yeeeeesss, Sir.”

“When you’re feeling up to it, no rush, we need to get you dressed again. We’ve had the mats occupied nearly two hours now.”

That sliced through her brain. Her eyes snapped open. “Two hours?”

He wore a pleased grin. “Mmmhmm.”

“Holy cow.” He helped her sit up. “I swear, it didn’t feel that long.”

“I flogged you for close to thirty minutes.”

“Really?”

“Yes, little Miss I Can’t Take Heavy Play.” He leaned in and kissed her. “I finally stopped the flogging because my arms were getting tired. I was hitting you pretty hard at the end.”

“It didn’t feel like it.”

“That’s because I warmed you up, and they weren’t harsh floggers. See? Told you I could get my fix while giving you yours.”

She pulled the throw around her and stared into his eyes for a long moment. Around her, she was starting to become aware of the music, the other people. This side was now filled with people playing.

Leaning in, she kissed him. “Do you mind if we leave and go back to your place now?”

“Did I wear you out?”

“Not yet.” She forced herself not to look away. “Someone made me a promise about the first time we make love.”

He leaned in, their lips almost touching. “So I did.” He kissed her. “And I plan on keeping it.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

Holly couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept somewhere other than at home. Not counting the weeks she’d spent in the hospital while fighting for her life.

Those were times she did not want to think about, especially not right now.

Being at Walt’s felt different, not that unfamiliarity of the new, but as if the house was holding its collective breath and awaiting…something.

She flinched when he shut the door behind them and fought the urge to break into nervous giggles over that.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She skimmed her hands up her arms. “Yeah, sorry. Just nervous.”

He set her overnight bag down and drew her into his arms. “I meant it. Whatever you want to happen. If all we do is watch TV and talk and cuddle before we go to bed, that’s okay, too.”

“I kind of want to do more than that.” She closed her eyes and pressed her face against his chest as she inhaled. “Not kind of. I want to do more than that.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I’d like that, too, but only if you want it. I don’t want to do anything to hurt you in the bad ways.”

“Somehow, you’ve managed to not hurt me in the bad ways.”

“Pretty good for a sadist, huh?”

She looked up into his blue eyes, loved his handsome smile. “Yeah. Really good.” She rose up on her toes to kiss him.

It scared her how easy things felt with him. How he wasn’t running scared from her or her situation.

In fact, he seemed tenaciously determined to convince her this wasn’t a bad choice.

Why am I resisting letting him convince me?

“I’m going to get the rest of the stuff out of the car,” he said. “Make yourself at home.”

She looked around while he was gone. It wasn’t her first time here at his house, but it would be her first overnight here.

Her first overnight with him.

It was a relief to see that his house was tidy but lived in. He wasn’t a slob, yet it wasn’t so neat and clean that she felt uncomfortable. After he returned with the rest of their things, he walked over to her.

“What do you feel like doing?”

“That’s a loaded question.”

He stroked her arms. “I expect honesty.”

She reached up, slipped her hand behind the back of his neck, and kissed him. “How’s that for an answer?”

A sexy smile filled his face. “That would be a green in my book, sweetheart.”

They made their way to the bedroom, Walt sliding her sundress up and off her and leaving her glasses on the bedside table before he gathered her into his arms and kissed her. Every nerve ending in her body felt charged, but in a good way for once. Not with pain, but with pleasure, her clit once again throbbing as he breached the seam of her lips with the tip of his tongue and started exploring.

She tried to back them toward the bed, but he wouldn’t be moved, holding her in place and kissing her so hard and well he literally stole her breath away.

“Why are you not running away from me?” She hadn’t realized she’d said that out loud until he leaned back a little so he could look down at her.

“What?”

She blinked, heat filling her face. “I…uh…”

 

* * * *

 

Walt sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her down into his lap. “I think we need to talk some more.”

That’s not what he wanted to do, but her left-field comment that she obviously hadn’t even meant to say out loud—based on the look on her face—meant they needed to talk.

She tried to unbutton his shirt. “No, I’m sorry. No talky. Let’s not talky.”

He corralled her hands. “No,” he firmly said. “We talk now.” He studied her for a moment. “Are we taking this too fast for you?”

She shook her head. “No, Sir. I’m good. Really. I’m sorry.”

“The whole point of a power exchange relationship is one person gives over negotiated control to the other person. Right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Have I pushed you too soon?”

“No, Sir. Not at all.”

“Do you want to renegotiate anything we’ve discussed?”

“No, Sir.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

She took a deep breath. At first, he thought maybe she wasn’t going to answer, or just say “nothing,” meaning nothing else would happen that night until they talked a lot more.

“It feels too easy,” she said. “What am I doing wrong?”

“You’re not letting go. You’re not used to having someone to let go to.”

“Well, that’s true. I’ll agree with that.”

“Letting go and trusting, within negotiated limits, means you. Let. Go. That means if I want our D/s dynamic to be snuggling on the couch and watching TV, that’s what it is, if we’re not violating your hard limits. It means if I want it to be taking you to your appointments at Nate’s, that’s what it is. It means if I want to sit here with you in my lap, that’s what it is. Unless you safeword.”

“But you’re a sadist.”

“Back to that?”

“I’m sorry.”

He closed his eyes. “Please don’t apologize.” He rested his head against hers. “What do you want to do?”

“Pretend I didn’t open my mouth and get back to the kissing.”

He chuckled, finally opening his eyes and looking at her again. “You’ve never really been in a D/s dynamic, have you?”

“No, Sir.”

“One more time, have I violated your limits?”

“No, Sir.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“How can it be this easy?”

“Because we’re both adults communicating, that’s why.” He had a thought. “You haven’t been reading a bunch of those romance novels, have you?”

“No. I barely have time to read at all, unless it’s legal stuff relating to Louis’ case somehow.”

“Okay. Would you feel more subby if I put cuffs and a collar on you right now?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Do you want to?”

He fought the urge to gently pound his forehead against hers in hopes the information would magically transfer to her brain from his via osmosis. “It’s a yes or no question.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He eased her onto the bed and went to his closet. Digging out the softest set of leather cuffs and matching collar he had, he started with the wrist cuffs, putting them on loosely and watching her expression before moving to the ankle cuffs.

Then the collar.

That’s where a problem cropped up.

Even loose, the way the collar fit dug into a spot on the back of her neck that caused her the bad kind of pain.

He immediately unbuckled it and removed it. “Then you won’t wear that.”

“I’m sorry, Sir. I thought… I thought maybe I could wear it now. He choked me and it did nerve damage…”

The expression on her face looked somewhere close to heartbroken. So he gently cupped his right hand around the front of her throat and eased her back onto the bed, his lips over hers.

“I don’t need a collar around your neck to be your Dominant, sweetheart. I just need to be inside your head and your heart, that’s all.” He kissed her, letting his left hand drift down to her right breast, where he rubbed the pad of his thumb over her nipple.

A soft moan escaped her as her nipple hardened, tightly peaked under his touch.

He shifted position slightly. Other than removing his shoes when he first walked in, he was fully dressed. She still wore her panties, and he pressed his jeans-clad knee firmly into the juncture between her thighs.

Lifting his lips from hers, with his right hand still cupped around her throat, he said, “Who’s my good girl?”

“Me, Sir.”

“That’s right, you are. I’m going to shut your brain off again, the way it was earlier, and make you feel good.”

She was already rubbing herself against his knee and he let her. He kept teasing her nipple with his thumb, watching her eyes as he did to gauge how she was doing. Once her sweet brown eyes dropped closed he lowered his lips to hers and kissed her again.

 

* * * *

 

It felt like sweet electricity flowing through her, from her nipple, straight to her clit. When she tried to sit up again to start undressing him, he simply kept her pinned to the bed by her throat. Not choking, just…holding her there.

“No, you don’t,” he whispered before kissing her again.

She ground her pussy against his leg and whined with need. He moved his thumb to her left nipple and started teasing it into a tight, needy peak.

No, she wasn’t the most promiscuous person in the sexual playground, but she’d considered herself fairly experienced before everything had happened.

What Walt was doing to her—without her panties even being off—was blowing.

Her.

Mind.

The room was lit by a single lamp in the far corner, and his blue eyes looked dark, smoky, intense.

“Is someone horny?” he whispered.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Does someone want to come?”

“Yes, Sir, please!”

He smiled. “I think you can beg better than that, sweetheart. Be my good girl and beg for me.”

She tried to sit up again, but he didn’t release her. “Please, Sir! Please make me come, I want to come for you and you’ve got me really horny.”

He leaned in and nipped her shoulder, lightly grazing his teeth along her flesh. “Keep going.”

“Sir, I really need to come, please let me come!”

His warm breath brushed against her ear. “Tell me how you want me to make you come, sweetheart.”

“I—any way Sir wants!”

“No. Wrong answer. Keep trying.” He kissed her cheek and leaned down, sucking her ignored right nipple into his mouth.

Hell, she couldn’t even think, much less form coherent speech. Her hips had taken on a mind of their own, grinding her pussy against his leg in frustration, not nearly enough traction on her clit to get her off.

His promise to her flashed to mind. “Please, Sir, I want to feel your mouth on my clit and your tongue in my pussy!”

He lifted his lips from her nipple just long enough to speak. “Better. Keep going.”

“I-I…I need to feel you sucking on my clit, Sir. I need to feel your face between my thighs and want to come for you.”

“More,” he mumbled around her nipple, lightly grazing it with his teeth.

The thumb on her left nipple had turned into his thumb and forefinger lightly pinching, rolling it, more delicious torture yanking her focus back squarely between her legs.

“I need you to please make me come, Sir. Please make me come with your mouth. Please flick your tongue all over my clit and suck on me, Sir. You’ve got me so horny.”

“Whose clit?”

“Your clit, Sir!

“And whose pussy is that?”

“Yours, Sir!”

He sat up, a deliciously evil smile on his face. “Such a good girl.” Faster than she could process, he’d shoved her thighs apart, ripped the crotch seam of her panties, and his lips closed around her clit.

Holy…fuck!

She let out a gasp, followed by a screaming moan as his tongue started flicking at her clit and drove her instantly into the hardest orgasm she could ever remember having.

Ever.

And he wasn’t even close to being finished.

He hooked his arms under and around her thighs, holding her tightly immobile as his mouth and tongue and lips explored every inch of real estate down there. She had a flash of gratitude to her brain that she’d thought to shave everything while getting ready earlier before he started working her up to her next orgasm.

Up and down her folds, around her clit, alternating between slow strokes with his tongue and quick flicks that made her gasp, he claimed her. His tongue plunged deep into her pussy, fucking her, giving her a preview of what was to happen later before circling around her clit again.

After the third or fourth climax—she lost count—he let her cool down just enough that he could start building her up again. She’d been trying to squirm away from him, unable to wiggle free, but now he seemed to know just where to plateau.

And she wanted more.

In a few minutes, she was begging, pleading with him to make her come again, and only when he’d decided that she’d done a good enough job of that did he suck on her clit, punting her into the sweet abyss once more.

She lost track of time. When he finally pressed a kiss to her swollen clit and sat up with a satisfied smile on his face, she looked up at him.

He stood, staring down at her as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt. “As I told you, sweetheart, there are plenty of ways for a sadist to get his fix. I happen to love hearing you beg.”

He slowly stripped off his shirt and dropped it onto the floor before working on his belt. Another thing she was giving thanks for was getting their safe sex conversation out of the way days earlier. She was on the pill and they were both clean.

Once he was naked, he planted both hands on the mattress on either side of her head and stared down at her. “I think forced orgasm torture will be in your future, sweetheart. Seeing how long I can make you beg before I let you come, and then how hard I can make you beg to get me to stop making you come.”

His grin widened. “Stuff that sweet ass of yours with my cock, put a vibrator in your pussy, and make you come on my cock until you can’t take anymore.” He slid his cock up and down her pussy, along her clit, which was already slick with her juices.

She tried to move her hips to capture his cock, wanting him inside her, and he froze.

“I didn’t tell you you could do that.”

“But Sir, please, I—”

He grabbed her throat again, a brief flare of the good kind of panic sweeping through her and spiking her pulse until she realized that just like before, he wasn’t squeezing.

Just holding.

“Be. My. Good. Girl.”

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

Fear and passion and need and a confusing soup of good emotions rolled through her.

Absolutely she trusted him.

Definitely, she was loving this.

It scared her just how much she was loving this.

Loving him.

He finally continued sliding his cock back and forth along her clit, staring into her eyes as he did. “There’s my good girl. Hold still for me. Good girls get rewards.”

She froze, keeping perfectly still, wanting to please him, her brain caught between the pleasure of his cock stroking along her sensitive clit and wanting to rock her hips in time with his.

After a few minutes of this, where he had her whining with need, he sat up. “Change.”

She felt dazed as he pulled her to her feet, then he yanked the covers down and lay down on his back. She wanted to dive in and go down on him, but he caught her hand and pulled her up.

“No, sweetheart. Sit on my cock and hold still.”

She straddled him, moaning at the sweet ache of his cock sliding deep inside her, filling her pussy as she bottomed out. It was so hard not to ride him, to follow orders, but he held her left hand in his, fingers laced.

He let out a satisfied sound. “Very nice, baby. Reach down and play with your clit, sweetheart. Show me how you make yourself come.” At least his voice now sounded a little strained, like he was struggling with his self-control.

This was something she’d never done before. Well, not for someone else. She was slow to comply.

“Play with your clit, sweetheart, or safeword.”

Like hell she’d safeword now.

With her right hand, she started to play with her clit, her balance wobbling a little as he spread his legs, forcing hers wider apart.

“Good girl,” he hoarsely said. “Show your Sir. I want to feel your pussy come on my cock.”

His free hand settled on her thigh, lightly stroking, almost distracting her…and she realized that was part of his plan. To keep her off-balance and focused on what he wanted her focused on.

So she met his blue gaze and stared there, watching him, wanting to please him.

Enjoying his look of hunger there.

She wasn’t sure she could get herself over again, but with his cock filling her pussy quite nicely, and the extra jolt from wanting to obey his order, she soon found herself getting there, her clit tingling, her pussy pulsing around his cock.

“Good girl,” he whispered. “That’s it. Be my good girl for me.”

Her eyes dropped closed as the climax hit, not as powerful as the ones he’d pulled from her with his mouth, but she made it over. Once she’d finished, he released her hand and grabbed both her hips, thrusting his cock inside her several times before he let out a groan of his own and fell still.

He pulled her down on top of him, one hand buried in her hair, the other around her waist, holding her in place as he deeply kissed her.

“Such a good girl for me,” he whispered to her. “My very good girl.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt was no idiot. It’d been a while since he’d been with someone, and fucking his own fist wasn’t nearly as good. Had he tried to make love to her, he’d have blown his nut in seconds and probably left her disappointed.

But he’d discovered one of her good triggers, apparently. And it’d taken every ounce of self-control he’d had not to come while she gave him that sexy damn show and he felt her pussy contracting around his cock as she climaxed.

Everyone’s a winner.

Rolling to his side with her, he stroked her hair. “How was that?”

“Wonderful, Sir.”

“So are we done having the ‘but you’re a sadist and I’m worried you’ll not be satisfied’ conversations?”

He loved the sound of her laughter. “Yes, Sir. I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“Good girl.” He nuzzled the base of her throat. She felt so damn good in his arms. “Fair warning, I am putting anal training on your list, unless you hard-limit it.”

She shivered. “Yes, Sir.”

“Yes, Sir, it’s a green?”

“Yes, Sir, it’s a green.”

“Such a good girl.”

He felt her pussy, still holding his deflated and very satisfied cock, twitch a little around his member.

“Ooh, someone likes being told what’s going to happen.”

She buried her face against him. “Yes, Sir,” she softly said.

He couldn’t help the pleased grin. “Give me a little time to recover, and I think you might be able to coax another one out of me.”

She wiggled her hips against him. “Thank you, Sir.”

“The pleasure is mine, believe me.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

Sunday morning, Holly awoke tucked against Walt’s side after having managed to coax not just one, but two more from him.

He stroked her arm. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

She’d forgotten to go through her usual morning inventory. While a little achy in some new ways and places, she actually felt…

Pretty damn good.

She sat up.

“Hol?”

“I’m okay, Sir.”

“You sure? You look concerned.”

“Not concerned. Confused.”

“How so?”

“I feel…pretty good.”

“Okay, now I’m confused.”

“I mean…” She settled back against him. “I don’t hurt as bad as I normally do.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah. Very.”

He stroked her hair. “So there’s no problem?”

“I don’t think so.”

“And someone thought I couldn’t be sadistic with her.”

She lifted a wrist and stared at the cuff there. “I wish I could have tolerated wearing the collar.”

“That’s okay. I had fun holding you down.” He rolled toward her, cuddling her. “Adapt, improvise, overcome. That’s me.” He kissed her. “Can I take you out to breakfast?”

“Sure. I need to find my phone charger, though. Louis calls me on Sundays.”

“Okay.”

When she returned to bed, Walt started kissing her, and before she knew it, she was over his lap and getting a bare-handed spanking.

And enjoying it far more than she’d ever dreamed possible.

Once the spanking ended, his fingers slid into her pussy.

“Now you get your reward for being such a good girl for me.” Not only did he finger-fuck her, he played with her clit, teasing her. Her nipples rubbed against the sheets and only added to her torment as he slowly worked her closer to the edge of orgasm, only to drag her back again, teasing, taunting.

“Is someone horny?”

“Yes, Sir,” she whimpered.

“Is someone going to be a good girl and suck my cock for me if I let her come?”

“Yes, Sir!” At that point, she’d do nearly anything for him if he’d just give her relief!

His fingers unerringly worked harder, faster, playing with her clit until, finally, she felt her climax burst free.

“Good girl.” He didn’t stop, though, making her ride it, stay with it until just before she was about to call yellow when his hand finally fell still leaving her panting.

“Part two, sweetheart.”

It felt like she melted onto her knees, on the floor in front of him, her mouth already open to swallow his cock deep. His fingers stroked her hair, cradled her head.

She glanced up at him, at his pleased smile. “My good girl.”

She moaned around his cock, drawing a hiss of pleasure from him.

“Yeah, just like that.”

To hear him talk like that, not even his words but the loving, possessive tone, she would have stayed there on her knees for hours if he wanted her to.

To be his good girl.

It took her a few minutes, but finally she got him over and he rewarded her with a mouthful of his cum, leaving them both breathless as she didn’t move. She held his softening cock in her mouth, waiting for him to give her the next command.

“Very good, baby. Very good.” He helped her up off the floor and back onto the bed.

Collapsed against him, she fought the urge to go back to sleep. “That was…amazing,” she mumbled.

“All hail endorphins.” He twirled a lock of her hair around his fingers. “Amazing what the body can do when given the right incentives. We need to keep an eye out for subdrop, though. If you start feeling weepy, or sad, let me know immediately.”

“How will I know if it’s different from my normal moodiness?”

“Ah, good point.” He kissed her. “Maybe I’ll just have to keep you with me every night, then.”

“Promise?”

He smiled. “Don’t tempt me, sweetheart. Look how hard a time Kimbra had getting rid of me, and she divorced me. You invite this sadist into your bed to stay, and I’ll never want to leave. I’m worse than a damn vampire.”

“Promise?” she whispered.

He seemed to study her face, his blue gaze finally settling on hers. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, no more joking in his tone. “I’m here for the long-haul. You might get sick of me. I don’t want to scare you or freak you out, but I’ve had more fun this week than I have in a long time.”

“Me, too. Does that make me a horrible sister?”

“Why would it?”

“Because Louis…” She couldn’t finish.

He drew her close. “Sweetheart, you are not the reason Louis is in jail. We’ll keep fighting to get him out. But you can’t put your life on hold. It’s time for you to live your life before the pain you’re in eats you from the inside out. I’ve never met your brother, but I can guarantee you that if he loves you, he isn’t going to resent you having a life.”

“There you go, being all logical.”

“I try. I have my moments.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt spent Sunday night at Holly’s house, and she still couldn’t believe how good she felt when she awoke Monday morning.

So good she wished she could talk Walt into playing hooky from work and spending the day in bed with her.

Unfortunately, he had patients and couldn’t do that. As she drove to work, she started to think about Joyce. It was time to settle that situation, either finish the thaw, or cut her off for good.

Considering how few friends Holly had, and their long history together, she really didn’t want to cut Joyce off over what had happened. When she pulled into the parking lot, she parked where she and Joyce usually parked and scanned the lot. She didn’t see Joyce’s car there yet.

The woman pulled in just a couple of minutes later and sat there, staring at Holly before getting out of her car.

Holly got out of hers and walked over. “Look, you’re my friend. I want to patch this up.”

Joyce deflated and started to hug her, hesitated, then stood there with her arms open as Holly stepped in to hug her. “I’m sorry I screwed up,” she said. “You’re right that I sometimes do stupid stuff with guys. I just don’t want to be alone anymore. I’m tired of it.”

“I get that, but instead of trying to meet random guys on FetLife, how about you start hanging out at Venture more. I’ll go to the munches with you.”

They started walking toward the building. “You look like you’re feeling good today.”

“I am.” She quickly caught Joyce up. The woman stopped and turned. “Wait, she might be able to get your brother a new trial?”

“I hope so. She seems pretty confident.”

“That’s great!”

“I’m going to remain cautiously optimistic.” They continued their trek.

“And Walt’s been helping you out at home?”

“Yeah. I think we might be in a relationship.”

“You think?”

“Well, we’re taking it slow.” She’d left out the part about sleeping together. “I never thought that playing like that might help my pain levels.”

“I’m really happy for you, Holly.” Joyce smiled, but it looked a little melancholy. “Lunch together today?”

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

They got clocked in and went to work. Holly felt a little guilty that her friend was still striking out while she’d accidentally stumbled into a great guy.

Then again, maybe it was good karma finally catching up with her. There were only so many times life could keep kicking her before she stopped getting up.

That thought scared her, too.

That maybe one day she wouldn’t have the strength to get up anymore.

 

* * * *

 

Holly was at lunch with Joyce when Kimbra called her. “Can we meet tomorrow afternoon at my office to go over the case?”

“Sure, what time?”

“Four.”

“Is everything okay?”

“So far, so good. I just want to make sure you know where we’re at and see what has to happen. I also want to talk to you about your notes on some of the files you gave me. I’ve got some questions.”

“What kind of questions?”

“For starters, you want to get training as a paralegal? Because dang, girl, you came up with some case citations I might not have thought of.”

“I did a lot of research. I was getting desperate.”

“You did some good research. I’ll see you tomorrow at four.”

“Thanks.”

Joyce stared at her. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, that was Kimbra.” She related the conversation.

“That’s good, right?”

“I hope so.” She’d never really seriously thought about an alternate career. Maybe she could one day go back to school.

She’d have to hit the lottery first, though.

 

* * * *

 

Walt brought groceries with him when he showed up at Holly’s house Monday evening. “Hope you like shrimp,” he said, “because they had peel and eat shrimp on sale.”

“I love it.” She held something up, a little side trip she’d made on the way home. “I bought something for you.”

He did a double-take when he realized what it was. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Yeah. I want you to have one. No one else has a key to my place. Which is stupid, come to think about it. Something happens to me, no one would probably look for me. Well, Joyce might, now that we patched things up this morning. And hopefully you would.”

He pulled her in for a kiss. “Thank you, sweetheart. I need to give you a key to my place.”

“I wasn’t expecting reciprocation. I only want one if you want to give me one.”

He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Sir,” she added, feeling a little silly after the fact about her protest.

“Kimbra has a key to my place, but you should have one. Besides, my house is closer to your work than yours. You ever feel really bad, you can always go to my place and lie down.”

“There you go, logic-ing me again.”

He grinned. “I try.”

 

* * * *

 

Tuesday afternoon, Holly didn’t even have to wait in the reception area when she arrived. The woman manning the front desk sent her straight back to Kimbra’s office.

Kimbra was just finishing up a phone call, but waved Holly in when she saw her in the doorway. Once she was finished, she got up and gave Holly a careful hug.

“Thanks for coming.” Kimbra shut the office door. “This won’t take long.” She had a couple of things she wanted to question Holly on, case citations that Holly had noted, and her reasoning for them.

Once they finished working through them, Holly had to ask. “So how does his case look?”

“Good. Real good. I’m still going through everything, so it’s going to take me a while. A lot of forensics reports to sift through. There’s so much it looks like his first attorney didn’t even bother to do or bring up, stuff they should have challenged.” She waved her hand at a pile of boxes in a corner. “By the time I get this in front of the judge, I’m going to have a trial’s worth of procedural points to challenge.”

“So you’re feeling confident?”

Kimbra smiled. “Sugar, I left confident in the dust a long time ago. There aren’t any slam-dunks, but if I have to take this case up to SCOTUS, I will. It won’t get to that, though. When I lay this out before the trial judge—and I checked, he’s still seated—he’ll probably vacate the conviction.”

Finally, Holly had hope. “Thank you so much for this. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

“Well, you can do something for me.”

“Anything.”

Kimbra smiled as she leaned forward. “Keep that man happy. I can tell he’s crazy about you. I haven’t seen him like this in…well, since me. I hope this doesn’t come off as weird, but he deserves to be happy, and I really think you two have a good shot together.”

Holly wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say. “Thank you.”

“And Momma asked when you two are coming over again for dinner. So you might as well accept assimilation into the Luzon family.” Another playful grin. “Papi loved the chocolate bars you gave him.”

“I thought Momma hid them from him?”

“I managed to sneak a couple out and pass them to him.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t tell Momma. She’ll skin me alive.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt drove Holly to her appointment with Nate Wednesday evening. She definitely needed it, because the effects from their weekend play had started to wear off despite him helping her with the TENS unit every night.

And after the appointment, when Holly asked Cherise about paying the bill—while Walt was in the bathroom—Cherise confirmed it was already paid.

She also confirmed Walt had left explicit orders not to let Holly pay for the appointments, and that he was to be given the bill.

I surrender.

Maybe this was what love felt like. It was scary in the good way, and felt right.

She’d had damned little in the way of personal relationships since what had happened to her, so she was way out of practice.

Why am I fighting this again?

They were good in bed, they were even better out of bed, and best yet, she knew he was someone she could be friends with for life even if this didn’t work out.

On the other hand, her brain was quickly coming to see that it looked like this was going to be for life, if Walt had his way.

The man’s own ex-wife was championing them. That had to be a good sign, right?

That was also the good kind of scary to her.

Once they were back in his truck and heading home to her place, she said it. “Thank you.”

“I told you, sweetheart, I’m happy to do it.”

“I mean for everything.” She stared at him. “Everything. I want this. I want to try this. With you. I want to stop being scared, I want to live. You’re right, Louis wouldn’t want me to put my life on hold.”

He reached over and patted her thigh. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart. I promise.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

The next Saturday morning, with Walt driving Holly’s car, they picked up Kimbra and headed toward Hardee County. He was happy to drive them, even though he couldn’t actually go in and visit with Louis.

He wanted to be there for Holly, to keep showing her he meant what he said.

That he would stand by her.

Kimbra had opted to ride in the backseat so she could spread out files and work during the trip. “Walt, you realize you can’t go in, right? Seems like I told you that.”

“I know. I brought my Kindle.”

“It could be a couple of hours,” Holly warned.

He smiled. “That’s fine.”

“We’ll make sure when we see him that he put the form in to add you to his visitor list,” Holly told him.

“It’s all right. I’m a big boy. Don’t worry.”

“Hmm. Now that’s interesting,” Kimbra said from the back.

“What?” they both asked.

“Did you know Jason had been ordered to seek anger management and alcohol addiction treatment while he was in the military?”

Holly turned. “No. I never heard about that.”

Kimbra was thumbing through a file. “I just got this yesterday. Hadn’t had a chance to go through it yet. Holy cow, this is like a smoking gun.” She rooted through her papers to find something else. “That fits with everything else I found out, but it’s hard proof, not just hearsay. One more brick.”

He glanced in the rear view mirror and caught Kimbra’s glance. He wasn’t just worried about Holly’s state of mind. He could see how personal Kimbra had made this case.

After they arrived and found a parking spot, he settled in to wait as Holly and Kimbra headed inside the facility.

Three hours later, he was still patiently waiting when they emerged, Kimbra’s arm around Holly.

And Holly looked like she’d been crying.

He got out and met them.

“She’s okay,” Kimbra said. “Just emotional. She couldn’t keep it in anymore once we left.”

Walt helped her back to the car, holding her. “We’ll get him out, sweetheart.”

“I hate seeing him there. He doesn’t belong in there.”

Kimbra opened the back door. “I’m not gonna stop,” she promised Holly. “We’ll get him home.”

Walt caught her gaze. “Thank you,” he silently mouthed at her.

Kimbra nodded before climbing in.

 

* * * *

 

While visiting Louis had emotionally drained Holly, Kimbra’s faith in her abilities to free him had at least kept the normal depression Holly always felt following one of these visits at bay.

Or, maybe that was due to Walt’s presence.

By the time they returned to Sarasota, Holly felt exhausted and she didn’t want to spend the night alone.

“Can I sleep at your house tonight, Sir?” she asked after they’d dropped Kimbra off. “Maybe we can order pizza or something and stay in?”

“Of course you can, and absolutely we can. Let’s go by your place and get what you need.”

Less than an hour later, they were back at Walt’s, and he’d put her into a tub of hot water and Epsom salts to soak for a little while. When she finished that, he hooked her TENS unit up for her and then snuggled in bed with a movie channel on.

It wasn’t even five o’clock in the evening yet, and she felt wiped out.

“Sorry I don’t feel like going out tonight.”

He rolled onto his side, propped up on one arm. “What’d we talk about with apologies for stuff like this?”

“Sorry.”

He let out a sarcastic sigh. “Are you trying to earn a spanking? Because all you have to do is ask for one, you know.”

“Sor—” But when Walt started laughing, she knew he wasn’t upset with her.

He sat up, picked up her right foot, and grinned. “I think someone needs a torturing.” He found the pressure point inside her big toe and pulled a loud screech from her. “Hold still, sweetheart.”

He had her alternately laughing and crying by the time he finished torturing her feet about twenty minutes later.

And yes, she’d even felt herself dropping into subspace.

And now she was horny.

Walt noticed. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

She rolled onto her side and draped a leg over his. “Maybe I have a little energy.”

“Maybe, huh?”

She nodded.

“Hmm.” A wicked grin slowly filled his face. “I wonder if I could condition you to get really horny when you wear your TENS unit.”

She wasn’t sure if she should feel scared…or excited.

He plucked the controller from her hands and made her roll onto her back. Sitting up, he changed positions so he could lie between her legs, his mouth on her pussy.

Holly didn’t miss that he was sporting a rock-hard erection.

She didn’t have time to contemplate that, though, because his talented tongue swiped along the length of her clit and made her moan. Tonight, he was really going to make her beg to come, apparently, because he was in no hurry to get her off, and she was begging her heart out.

Then she gasped as she realized he was slowly increasing the strength of the TENS unit setting. But every time he raised it, he increased his efforts, paying even more attention to her clit until she was once again begging him to get her off.

Back and forth, a vicious cycle, her body rewarded with pleasure for taking the good kind of pain. She didn’t know how long he kept her hovering like that, until he finally bumped up the TENS unit setting again, making her climax as he did.

He reduced the setting as she was recovering from that, a pleased smile on his face as he lay there, staring at the controller.

“That was fun,” he said, setting it aside. “That’s even better than what I wanted to do to you with the violet wand.”

“Huh?”

He climbed back up the bed to stretch out next to her. “I wanted to see if I could condition you by using the violet wand, but this is even better. Far easier to do.”

Something about the playfully smug look on his face started her laughing. He pulled her against him, burying his face in her hair. “I warned you about being tricky. You’re in sooo much trouble, now that I know I can do that to you. You realize that, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Well? How did it feel?”

“Holy cow.” She stared into his eyes. “It was like every time you bumped it up, it made it harder to come until my body got used to it. When I finally did, it was even better than you usually are.”

“Thanks. I think.”

She playfully poked him. “You know what I mean.”

The grin returned. “I do.” He pretended to buff his nails against his chest.

She rolled over on top of him. “So can I take care of something for Sir?”

He laced his fingers behind his head. “Be my guest, sweetheart.”

Careful not to get tangled in the wires for her TENS unit, Holly changed position while Walt spread his legs to make room for her. She loved going down on his cock, especially the sexy noises he made while she did.

Circling her fingers around the base of his cock, she went down on him, heat flaring deep within her as he softly moaned. He brought one hand down, playing with her hair, not pushing or forcing, just the hint of control.

More than enough for her.

“Oh, baby,” he whispered as she slowly sucked him, working her mouth up and down his shaft. Laving her tongue around the head, she traced the slit with the tip of her tongue before slowly engulfing his shaft with her mouth. She cupped his balls in her other hand, drawing more moans from him.

Even this felt perfect between them, after only two weeks. It felt like the two of them belonged together.

It felt like something worth fighting for.

For the first time in her life, she felt like someone was fighting with and for her.

It was also fun figuring things out, whether it was how he liked her to lick and suck his cock, or him taking his time to learn his way around her body. The world disappeared when they were together like this, her soul at ease, the problems with her pain temporarily kept at bay while they played and loved.

His salty pre-cum rolled over her taste buds. When his body tensed, she felt his other hand settle on top of her head. Then he let out a sexy groan she felt to the soles of her own feet before she was swallowing the load of hot cum pumped from his balls.

“Come here, baby.” He held his hand out to her, guiding her back up into his arms.

She kissed him. “Good?”

“Excellent.” He snuggled her tightly against him. “Let’s rest, then pizza.”

“That sounds good, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

“Pizza, baby?” Holly awoke to Walt standing there, in shorts and holding a pizza box.

“Did I fall asleep?”

“Yep. So did I. You fucked me sleepy.” He sat the pizza box on the bed and handed her a roll of paper towels. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Shouldn’t I be getting you something to drink?”

“Answer the question, sweetheart.”

“Water, please, Sir.”

He leaned in to kiss her. “Good girl.” He returned with their drinks and they ate while a goofy comedy movie played on the TV.

It was perfect.

Far more perfect than she ever thought she’d feel in her life.

“What are you thinking about, sweetheart?”

“This is good.”

“The pizza?”

“You. Everything. This is really good.”

He leaned in and tucked her hair behind her ear. She loved it when he did that, and right now she didn’t have her glasses on, so everything was a little fuzzy and softly unfocused, including him.

“I think it’s really good, too,” he said.

 

* * * *

 

Holly had drifted to sleep draped across Walt after they’d made love a second time. That’s why she didn’t understand what the hell that annoying noise was.

“Is that your phone, sweetheart?” Walt mumbled.

Sleep fled her system, her worst fears jumping up and screaming hello as she fumbled for her phone on the nightstand and answered without bothering to find her glasses first to be able to read the screen.

A call in the middle of the night was never good, and she always worried it’d be the prison calling her to tell her Louis had been killed.

But it was a woman’s trembling voice who spoke. “Holly? I…I need help. Please?”

Holly couldn’t place the voice at first. She had to pull the phone away from her face and squint really hard to make out the caller ID. “Joyce? What’s going on?”

“What?” Walt asked, now sounding a little more awake.

“I…I did something really stupid. I met a guy and…things went really wrong.”

“Really wrong how? Where are you?”

Walt sat up and took the phone from Holly before she could hear Joyce’s response.

“Joyce? This is Walt. What’s going on?” He sounded far more awake now. She spoke for a moment before he asked, “Where are you? Right now? Okay, are you safe?” He got out of bed and headed for the bedroom doorway, still talking with her.

Holly finally untangled herself from the covers and followed him. He’d flipped on the kitchen light and was scribbling something on a notepad.

“Okay. You stay there, inside. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Call back immediately if he shows up, and have the store call 911 if he does, okay? All right.” He hung up and headed back toward the bedroom before Holly could even ask.

“I need to go get her,” he said.

“Wait, what?”

He didn’t stop, turning on a light in the bedroom and grabbing clothes. “She met some guy on Craigslist and went home with him. She didn’t take her own car, and after she got there, things apparently went downhill. She started crying really hard and I think she was talking about drugs or something.”

Holly reached for her clothes. “I’ll go with you.”

“Sweetheart, you don’t need to—”

“No offense, Sir? But if she calls in the middle of the night asking for help, she deserves to get chewed out by me. This is exactly the kind of bullshit I’ve warned her about. I’m owed an ‘I told you so’ moment with her.”

“All right. Let’s hurry. She’s at a convenience store near the guy’s place.”

They finished dressing and climbed into Walt’s truck. She noticed he made sure to grab his pocketknife.

But when they pulled up outside the store, before they could get out, Joyce came racing out the door and jumped into the back seat.

They both turned. “Are you all right?” Walt asked.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, keeping her head down and refusing to look at either of them. “If you’d just take me home, I’ll give you gas money.”

“Joyce, answer him,” Holly said, concerned.

She glanced up, and Holly spotted where her hair partially covered her left eye, which looked decidedly swollen.

“Did he hit you?” Holly asked.

“I’m okay,” she mumbled, looking back down at her lap. “I just want to go home.”

Walt threw the truck into park, unfastened his seat belt, and turned. “Did he rape you?”

Joyce wouldn’t answer.

Holly already knew the answer deep in the pit of her gut. “Joyce—”

“I deserved it, okay? I was stupid. I never should have gone with him. What you always told me could happen did. Please, just take me home.”

“If we take you anywhere, it’s going to be to the ER,” Walt said. “And you need to file a police report.”

“I can’t. Who’s going to believe me?”

“This isn’t negotiable,” Holly said. “We’ll stay with you.” She glanced at Walt after she’d said it, but he nodded.

Joyce broke down crying. “He seemed so nice when we talked on the phone! I thought he was a nice guy!”

“That’s why we have to go, now, and do this,” Walt said. “Otherwise, he could do it to someone else.”

Finally, Joyce nodded.

 

* * * *

 

It was nearly seven in the morning by the time Walt and Holly returned to Walt’s and crawled back into bed. After staying with Joyce through the exam at the hospital, and while she talked with a detective, they’d then driven her home and made sure she safely got inside.

“I’m proud of you, sweetheart,” Walt said as he snuggled Holly in his arms.

“Thank you, Sir, but what’d I do?”

“You didn’t tell her see, I told you so. You were kind and compassionate.”

“I couldn’t. I thought she’d just met a jerk. I didn’t know…” She shuddered.

That could have been her in different circumstances.

The guy had been arrested and booked. It turned out he wouldn’t be getting out on bond, either.

He had three outstanding warrants for sexual assault.

“Thank you for trusting me, sweetheart. If you decide you want to back things up after tonight, I’d understand.”

She lifted her head. “Why would I want to do that?”

“Because…” He stared at her for a long moment, then sighed. “Because I’m an idiot.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” He coaxed her back into snuggling with him. “Sorry. I know that I came on kind of strong when we first started playing, and I never downshifted out of Sir mode.”

“Sir, I know that at any time if I say stop, you will. You’ve never given me a reason to not trust you. Other people trust you. This would never have happened between us if I’d just met you and didn’t know anyone else who knew you in real life. We’d still be getting to know each other.”

“Even more reason for me to appreciate the trust you’ve placed in me and more reason for me to not want to fuck it up.”

She closed her eyes. “Just keep doing what you’re doing, then, Sir. Because I do trust you.”

She just wasn’t yet ready to admit out loud that she loved him.

No reason to jinx things.


Chapter Twenty

 

It’d been nearly two months since the Saturday night Walt first drove Holly home, and he couldn’t imagine her not being in his life.

Not that he’d admit that to her just yet, because he didn’t want to panic her and scare her off.

How could he admit to her this soon that he knew they were perfect for each other? That he was in love with her?

At least between the weekly trips to see Nate, and the TENS unit, and what Walt could do for her through play and the techniques Nate had shown him, they’d managed to help drive her pain levels down to a far more tolerable level than she’d had in a while. She moved easier, more freely, winced less.

Smiled a lot more.

While he hadn’t formally collared her as his submissive—and literally doing that would be difficult because of Holly’s pain issues—when they were alone together, or with their kinky friends, a label was only a technicality. She acted like he was her Dominant, and he cherished and protected her as if she were his submissive. They played, sometimes through trial and error, to see what she could tolerate and enjoy, and they loved.

Boy, how they loved.

Holly might not have had much faith in her abilities, but Walt had zero desire to reach out to Tory to play, even though Holly had said she was fine with that if he wanted to. Maybe Holly wasn’t a heavy bottom, but she was like the world’s most fascinating puzzle box that kept changing. Even the trigger points on her feet weren’t a guaranteed thing. Sometimes, he could playfully cause her the brief bursts of agony that would send her spiraling into subspace while simultaneously making his inner sadist giggle, and sometimes she barely reacted.

It was fun for both of them for him to keep trying, though. The last descriptor he’d ever use in regards to their dynamic was “boring.”

Kimbra was still slogging through the mountain of case information, but the more she found, the more certain she was of getting Louis a new trial. Walt understood she couldn’t drop everything to devote all her energies to the case, but he’d be lying if he said he didn’t wish he’d hit the lottery so he could pay her to do nothing but work on obtaining Louis’ freedom.

Especially since, two weeks ago, Kimbra had discovered four key pieces of evidence still locked up, never tested for DNA. Three rings and a watch Jason Davids had been wearing during the attack, which were covered in blood.

Kimbra had already called around to several labs, and found out that yes, they could test them, but the least expensive quote she’d found so far to test all three was still nearly twenty thousand dollars to put a rush on it.

Walt had already started thinking about refinancing his house, yet knew he couldn’t do that just yet.

They hadn’t told Holly or Louis about the evidence because Kimbra still had a few legal hoops to jump through to get them tested. She didn’t want to tip her hand to the prosecution yet and risk the evidence disappearing before they were ready to test it.

Kimbra told Walt she thought the rings and watch would be the cornerstone of their battle to win Louis his freedom, but she needed to make sure everything else was in place first.

Then they had to figure out how to pay for it. Meanwhile, Walt did his best to distract Holly and keep her busy, keep her mind off the case as much as possible.

Just a little on the selfish side, he enjoyed every minute of his time with her and wanted whatever this was that they had to keep going. They were boyfriend and girlfriend, yes, and play partners, but he hadn’t broached officially collaring her as his submissive. He didn’t want to pressure her and was happy to maintain the status quo for now.

That Friday night, they were going over to dinner at Terrie and Mark’s house, joining a few friends from the Suncoast Society. Not even a play party, just dinner and socializing. Saturday, Walt was driving Holly over to Hardee to visit with Louis, so she likely wouldn’t feel up to dinner at Sigalo’s or a trip to the club later.

Emotionally or physically.

In fact, that was one reason they were having dinner at Terrie and Mark’s house. Lynn had found herself less willing to go to the club in recent weeks now that her lottery win was common knowledge. So Terrie and Mark frequently hosted dinners at their place, inviting close and trusted friends so they could all see each other and relax.

Paul appeared to be back for good, and Lynn seemed far happier for it, Walt was happy to see.

Walt had left Holly in the living room, chatting with Lynn and some others while he went to the kitchen in search of a plain glass of water for her to take her evening meds with.

“Whatcha need?” Terrie asked from behind him.

“Just a small cup for her, and tap water. She can’t take her meds with cold water.”

“Ah. Here.” She moved past him to a cabinet and got him a plastic cup. “You going to be at Sigalo’s tomorrow night? Tilly and the gang will be there.”

“No, we can’t. It’s our day to go visit Louis.” He winced as he said it, mentally smacking himself in the forehead as he filled the cup.

“Louis? Who’s that?”

“I—” He groaned and turned, dropping his voice. “Please, don’t mention to Holly I said anything. She tries to keep it a secret.”

“Keep what a secret?”

He quickly told her the basics about Louis and his case, Terrie’s frown of confusion softening and becoming sympathetic. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, it’s really hard on her. Nate knows, but please don’t tell anyone.”

“How much does the testing cost?”

He let out a sigh. “Too much. I’ll probably take out a second mortgage or refinance or something, and then Holly will probably kill me for doing that and absorbing that kind of debt. But I can’t let the kid sit in jail for the rest of his life. I’ll figure it out somehow. Please, don’t say anything.”

“I won’t.”

“Thanks.” He headed back into the living room with Holly’s water. “Here you go, sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Sir.” He noticed that when she could call him that, she seemed more relaxed, at ease.

Then again, so was he.

Able to just be themselves. She could finally let go of life for a little while and let him take charge.

And, for a little while, there was a part of his life he could be completely in charge of and make a positive impact in.

It was a win-win.

As they drove home later, Holly sat curled up in the passenger seat, the back reclined, her eyes closed.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?”

“Tired, Sir. Nervous about tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to lie to him, but I don’t want to tell him too much if Kimbra doesn’t have any luck with his case.”

He hated keeping back his knowledge of the evidence from her, but even Kimbra had agreed that maybe it was for the best, until they had better answers. Holly’s pain levels were finally leveling out, and additional stress would only cause them to skyrocket again.

Tomorrow would be stressful enough on her as it was.

When they returned to his place, sure enough, she curled up in his arms and fell asleep almost immediately. He’d set his alarm to wake them early enough that she’d have time to get up and get ready without rushing. With him driving, at least she could maybe nap on the way over or something.

Anything he could do to make her life easier, he would.

 

* * * *

 

As Walt had predicted, Holly was in a lot of pain the next morning. He helped her into the shower while he went to get their coffee started. The stress over everything was wearing on her, that was obvious.

At least now that Walt was an approved visitor, he could go inside with her. Today would be the second time he’d be seeing Louis in person. Even had he not known Holly or knew the facts behind the case, Walt would have believed the kid didn’t belong there.

Although “kid” wasn’t the best descriptor. Even though Louis was twenty-five and five years younger than Holly, he stood at least two inches taller than Walt’s own six three. But it was his soft, gentle voice, the way he talked to his sister—heck, the way he asked Walt to please thank Kimbra for him for taking on his case—that all told Walt this kid had been wronged.

He was thin, lean, lanky, a runner’s body, not a beefed-up weight-lifter.

They didn’t have to wait long to see him after they checked in. Today Louis had a greyhound with him, which calmly lay on the floor at his feet, a beautiful merle female who calmly watched the activities around her but didn’t pull or bark.

It didn’t escape Walt’s notice though that an extra guard stood not too far away, as if to keep people away from them. In the case of kids, to keep them from approaching the dog. And Walt didn’t miss that they’d been put at a table in a corner. Between the guard’s close proximity and Kimbra’s warning that anything they discussed might be monitored during the visit if she wasn’t there, Walt knew he couldn’t say anything to Louis about the evidence. Not even hint about it. The last thing he wanted to do was blow the element of surprise Kimbra was counting on to be a factor in springing the evidence on the prosecution.

They chatted for a few minutes, mostly Louis asking Holly questions about how the case was coming, and Holly getting him up to speed, before there was a brief lull.

“How’s Sasha doing?” Holly asked.

Walt knew it was killing her that she couldn’t just pull her brother into her arms and hold him, hug him, take him home with her, without worrying about what anyone else would do.

“She’s doing real good. Ms. Marta’s pleased with how she came around for me. Right now we’re working on her retrieve. Sometimes she will, sometimes she won’t.”

“That’s good.”

Louis clasped his hands together on the table and stared at them. “Hol, I don’t want you to get upset if Ms. Kimbra can’t get me out, okay? I’m worried about you.”

“Me? Sweetie, don’t worry about me. I’m fi—”

“Louis,” Walt interrupted, “don’t count Kimbra out. She’s good, and she’s stubborn, and she’s probably ten times as smart as the average attorney. I should know, I was married to her.”

That finally pulled a smile from the kid. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. If she has faith in you, all you need to do is keep having faith and try to hang in there.”

“I don’t get my hopes up,” Louis said. “I can’t. This place will eat you up if you do. I guess it’s not as bad here as it is some places. And I’m lucky, ’cuz I’m in one of the special wings because of the dogs. Everybody in the program is low-risk and has a good record in here. We look out after each other and the dogs. It’s not home though.”

The boy nodded, indicating his sister. “Promise me you’ll take care of her, okay?”

“I promise, but pretty soon, you’ll be out to help me.” He stroked Holly’s hair. “Momma and Papi can’t wait to throw you a coming home party.”

Holly shot him a glare he knew he’d have to explain away later.

“Ms. Kimbra told me. I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

When their time was up, Holly waited to let Walt turn her around until after the guard had led Louis and Sasha out of the secured visitor’s area.

As he’d anticipated, once they were at the car, she turned on him. “What the hell was that about?”

Finally, her anger. He’d been beginning to seriously wonder about her, that while she said the right things, she never got it out of her system.

She cried, but she never got mad. She held it in in an unhealthy way, contributing to her physical pain.

Hoping to provoke her, he verbally poked. “What?”

“Trying to get his hopes up! You can’t fucking do that! It’ll crush him if something happens!”

He pulled her in, like he was going to hug her. But he reached up and fisted her hair, forcing her head back. “Watch it, sweetheart,” he warned.

She faltered a little but came back strong.

Good.

“Watch it, my ass! You listen to me, Wa—”

He kissed her, long and hard, until he felt her respond. Only then did he lift his lips from hers. “Who’s in charge, sweetheart?”

It took her a moment to respond. “You are, Sir.”

“Good girl. Do you trust me?”

After a few heart-stopping seconds, she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl. I want his hopes up, because he is coming home.” He thought about the evidence he—ironically—didn’t dare tell her about yet for fear of it crushing her in case he was wrong. “I have faith in Kimbra.”

“I’ve had faith in a lot of attorneys.”

“None of them were Kimbra.” He let go of her hair and opened the door for her. “You’re beautiful when you’re angry, sweetheart.”

“Why did you cut me off in there? When I was trying to tell him not to worry about me?”

“Because he’s your brother, and he loves you, and telling him not to worry about you is about as worthless and insulting as me telling you not to worry about him.”

She started to respond, then her mouth snapped shut. “Oh,” she softly said.

“Yeah, oh. Don’t insult his intelligence. I know he’s always going to be your little brother, and you’re always going to see that sad baby you begged your parents to adopt so you could make him happy, but he’s twenty-five. He’s a man. Unfortunately, the tail end of his childhood was spent locked up in that damn place, but it’s not too late for him to have a good life. You bottling up your anger isn’t healthy. We should probably look at you maybe trying to get some of that out during a scene. I can take it. I don’t mind being your punching bag.”

She finally let him help her into the truck. They were nearly halfway back to Sarasota when she finally admitted it.

“I never had anyone I could be angry with before. Not…with. You know what I mean.”

“I do.”

“I was too busy trying to help him. I couldn’t afford to show anger to anyone, especially someone who might be in a position to look at his case or help him.”

“That makes sense, but I am not a person you have to worry about like that. If you’re angry, you need to express it. It could be contributing to your pain. Converted to stress, to the bad kind of stress hormones your body creates that amplifies your bad pain.”

“I never thought about that before.”

“Then next time we play, expect me to throw in a little mind-fucking to rile you up.”

She finally laughed, but it sounded easy, not tense. “Is that before the fucking-fucking?”

“Yes, because I’ll need to get you settled down again before you rip my balls off.”

 

* * * *

 

Sunday morning, Walt was awake and going through his e-mail on the living room sofa while Holly was still asleep in bed. When his cell rang, he almost expected to see Kimbra’s number.

It was Terrie.

“Hello?”

“Hey. Can you and Kimbra meet me and Lynn at Ed Payne’s office tomorrow afternoon at three?”

“Um…I don’t know, I need to see what her schedule is. Why?”

“Because I had a talk with Lynn and Ed and we want to hear your pitch.”

“My what?”

“You said you need money to test that evidence, right?”

“I…I’m sorry, I didn’t tell you that to try to get money out of you.”

“I know. That’s exactly why I’m offering to hear you out. If three o’clock won’t work, find out what time will work. He’s open any time after two tomorrow, and then Tuesday afternoon from three on. Call me back as soon as you talk to her.”

“Terrie, wait. I mean, I can’t ask…it’s a lot of money.”

“Duh. You were a stupid guy. Trust me, I recognized the look of fear on your face when you accidentally told me. Call me back as soon as you talk to Kimbra. I’ll be waiting. As in call her right now.”

She hung up.

Staring at his phone, Walt blinked, unsure he might not have just dreamed the whole thing.

Lynn was worth…well, a lot of money. He knew she didn’t get the whole jackpot both because she took a lump sum payout and split it with Terrie, but it was a considerable amount.

He pulled up his call log and, yep, Terrie had just called him.

Fingers shaking, he stood as he pulled up Kimbra’s number and hit call, then walked outside onto the lanai.

She sounded half asleep. “You need bail money, Fingers?”

“No. I need you to clear your calendar tomorrow afternoon. We have a three o’clock appointment.”

“Say whut?”

He told her, and by the time he finished talking, she sounded wide awake. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “You ain’t kiddin’?”

“Do you think I’d joke about something like this?”

“I know Ed Payne. He’s good. Didn’t you know his business partner, Kad—”

“Yeah.” There was more emotionally charged territory he couldn’t deal with right then. Kaden had been a good friend of his, and he’d considered him a mentor. “Can you go or not?”

“Hellz, yeah, I’ll be there. Pick me up at my office at two thirty. Call her back and lock it in before they change their mind.”

“Okay. Thanks. And don’t tell Holly.”

“What? Don’t she know already?”

“She’s asleep.”

“Well, wake her ass up and tell her!”

“No. And don’t tell Louis, either.”

Kimbra sounded frustrated, like she was trying to be patient with him.

A tone he was well familiar with. “Why the hell not?”

“Because I still don’t want to get their hopes up. We don’t have the money yet. We might not get the money. And even if we do, the results might not come back in his favor. Okay? Let’s…just not tell them yet.”

“This is against my better judgment, but in this case, I won’t fight you. We need that evidence tested. The sooner, the better.”

“Okay. Thanks.” He called Terrie back to confirm and then sank into one of the chairs on his lanai to stare out the screen at the backyard.

He loved his backyard. It wasn’t landscaped, but it was shaded, with a couple of mature oak trees in which squirrels and birds lived. He put out birdseed nearly every morning for them and frequently had his coffee right there, watching them play.

The mornings he wasn’t at Holly’s.

He breathed, trying to quiet his mind. He hated keeping a secret from her, but hoped it’d be worth it.

Maybe, just maybe, the siblings had finally caught a lucky goddamned break.

It was about fucking time.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Monday afternoon, Walter nervously drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited for the light to turn green. At least he didn’t have to worry about making it back to pick up Holly. She’d driven herself to work this morning because they had a staff meeting after work and she didn’t know how long it’d take.

“Stop it, Walt,” Kimbra said. “You’re making me nervous.”

“I can take a loan from my retirement account if she says no,” he said. “I can apply for a second mortgage.”

She reached over and grabbed his wrist. “She hasn’t even heard me out yet. Stop it. Think positively. I know Ed professionally. I don’t think we’d be here if there wasn’t a good chance it’s a yes already.”

He nodded, but with Holly and Louis’ luck he wasn’t going to count on anything.

They pulled into the parking lot behind Ed’s building and walked in. The receptionist directed them to a conference room, where Ed, Terrie, Mark, Lynn, and Paul were already gathered around the table.

Walt felt like puking.

After friendly greetings and hugs were exchanged, and Walter introduced Kimbra to the others, they sat and he nervously tried to summon his courage.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk with us. And believe me, if you say no, it’s—”

“Walt,” Terrie interrupted, her tone kind. “Let Lynn hear you out before conceding defeat, okay? I wouldn’t be here with her now if I didn’t want her to hear what you have to say.”

His face heated. Hell, he’d never felt more nervous in his life.

“Does Holly know you’re here?” Ed asked.

Walter shook his head. “I didn’t want to get her hopes up about this.”

Lynn held up a hand. “Can we start at the beginning, please?” She offered him a smile. “I trust Terrie’s gut instincts. And she wanted me to hear this.”

Walt handed it off to Kimbra, who grabbed the ball and ran. He’d never seen her in action in a courtroom, but he imagined this confident, well-spoken woman had honestly earned her enviable win record against opposing counsel.

“I am not an easy mark,” Kimbra said. “I’ve dealt with plenty of ‘innocent’ defendants before, whom I recommended take a plea deal. I’ve done a lot of pro bono work for a non-profit that investigates cases of defendants on death row, and those sentenced to life. Of the cases I’ve chosen to handle so far—twenty-three of them, not including this one—DNA evidence exonerated all twenty-three men.

“I examined the facts and evidence of this case very carefully. The male victim, Jason Davids, was retired military, and a Little League coach. I spoke to former co-workers, as well as kids he’d coached, and parents. All of them said that he did have a temper that would come out from time to time. At work, there were apparently several verbal warnings issued to him before the day he was fired. His supervisor was a friend of his and admitted he tried to keep the man’s personnel file as clean as possible, both as a favor and to hopefully spare more outbursts. But when the man threatened several coworkers over absolutely nothing, the supervisor couldn’t look the other way any longer.

“When I subpoenaed his military records, I found that before his retirement, he was forced to seek treatment for anger issues and alcohol abuse. He had a couple of minor incidents in his jacket. Nothing enough to get him kicked out, but enough to indicate that it was probably the tip of the iceberg, and meant there were likely many more incidents that never got reported.

“I talked to friends of Holly and Louis who both remember times their step-father would go into a rage, yelling and screaming. They never saw him hit either of them, but they said they could believe he’d lose control.”

Kimbra laid a folder on the table. “I’m not trying to blame the victim. I’m simply trying to discover the facts. The facts are that Jason Davids had a history of anger issues, and apparently a drinking problem, and yet the detectives and prosecution never looked into that. Neither did Louis’ public defender.”

She produced another folder. “When I looked into the evidence list, I found several pieces of the victim’s jewelry that had been logged in but apparently not tested for DNA. Three rings and a watch with a metal band. All four items had blood and some had tissue on them.”

Kimbra slowly slid the two folders across the table toward them. “Those are copies for you to keep and review.”

Lynn reached over and picked up the one that Walter knew contained gory pictures taken of Jason Davids’ hands post-mortem before the jewelry was removed.

She opened it, then immediately closed it and put it down again.

“What’s the short end of this?” Lynn asked.

“Louis had only one contact with law enforcement before this. When he was sixteen, he was picked up with three friends of his and accused of trying to break into cars. Even at the time, the other three stood by him and told the officers Louis was trying to get them to stop. He was an honor student, and the other three were kids already familiar with the law. Louis got probation. But because of that one incident in his juvenile folder—which shouldn’t have mattered—police immediately treated him like the prime suspect instead of a victim.

“This is what Louis has always said—his story has never changed—and refused to back down from: He arrived home early from work, heard a commotion, found Jason attacking Holly, spotted his mother on the floor, and then got into a fight with Jason. Jason had apparently taken his gun out of the gun safe and was going to use it, on Holly or Louis or himself, or maybe all of them, we don’t know. But Louis got his hands on it first and managed to fatally shoot Jason during the struggle while attempting to hold him off. Louis called 911 immediately. I can play the recording of the call for you, if you’d like.”

Ed nodded. “I want to hear it.”

Lynn nodded, as did the others.

Kimbra turned on her tablet, opened the file, and played it.

Walter had already heard it once and still felt like puking again, even though he’d been ready.

He heard a terrified and grief-stricken kid begging for help for his mom and sister and step-father. He was panicked and didn’t know who to try to help first. And he named his step-father as their attacker, admitted that he shot the man in self-defense after he found him attacking his sister.

When the sound file ended, Kimbra let the air hang still for a moment before speaking.

“Would you like me to play it again?” she asked.

Lynn slowly shook her head. “No,” she whispered.

“Louis’ PD was overworked, underpaid, and didn’t take more than a few hours to look into the case. He begged Louis to take a plea deal, and Louis refused because he was innocent. Even his own sister, who has no conscious memory of the attack due to her injuries, swears there’s no way her brother could have been capable of doing this. That he’d never been violent before, ever. He’d never been in a fight in school, never even so much as a detention slip in his file.

“As someone who’d never met Louis before, I had no reason going into this to believe his version of the events over the trial transcripts and the evidence. Except when I looked into the transcripts and evidence, I saw an extremely inadequate defense.”

Ed had to play Devil’s advocate. “But you know Walter, and he’s involved with Louis’ sister.”

“Walter is my ex-husband. We parted amicably. He’ll also be the first person to tell you that when it comes to legal cases, I don’t care if someone’s my best friend, the evidence and the law come first. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t feel those pieces of evidence will provide conclusive proof of Louis’ innocence. Well, of his story being true and him killing his step-father in self-defense after the man murdered Sarah and nearly killed Holly. Louis admits he shot and killed Jason. Both Sarah Davids’ and Holly’s blood were found on Jason Davids’ hands, their DNA under his nails, and Holly had blood and skin under her nails that matched Jason Davids’ DNA. So did her mother. Jason Davids also had wounds on him that were indicative of defensive wounds made by Holly and Sarah against their attacker.

“Plus, Jason Davids stopped at a liquor store on his way home, bought a bottle of bourbon, and apparently drank most of it before the attack. His blood alcohol level was off the charts. He was four times over the legal limit at the time of his death. All of that was evidence that the prosecution didn’t include in discovery and should have. So point number two in demanding a new trial, after ineffective defense, is prosecutorial misconduct for withholding autopsy and toxicology report findings. The third point is to be determined—the DNA evidence. But we need the money to have the items tested to determine it.”

Ed looked like he wanted to talk to Lynn and the others alone, but Lynn leaned forward. “You said Louis was a good student in high school?”

“Honor roll. He lost an academic scholarship due to the arrest over the car incident.”

“And he’s never changed his story about this?”

“Not once. He’s told the same exact story to investigators every time he told it, and he took the stand in his own defense and never gave contradictory statements.”

“Why wouldn’t they listen to his sister?”

“For starters, she couldn’t remember the attack because of her injuries. By the time she was awake and aware enough to talk, the investigators had already made up their minds about the case. But she was also his sister. The prosecution claimed it was a life insurance scheme that backfired, and Jason Davids was attacking in self-defense.”

“Then why would their mother have been involved?”

“The prosecution never adequately explained that.”

“So why did the jury convict Louis?”

“The prosecution proposed several ‘what ifs’ in their opening and closing statements. The one they hammered the hardest posited Louis wanted revenge on his step-father for not paying for his college, and thought this was how he’d earn the money.”

Lynn looked understandably confused. “But…” She sat back. “I don’t get it. If I was on a jury, even without hearing the DNA evidence, I would have reasonable doubt.”

Kimbra pulled out a picture of Louis and slid it across the table. “Oh, sorry. Maybe I forgot one salient point. Did I mention Louis was adopted?”

Walt hadn’t mentioned that to Terrie when telling her the story, either. He hadn’t thought about it, too mad at himself for breaking Holly’s confidence in the first place.

Lynn’s eyes widened. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “Let me take a guess, the jury was all white?”

Kimbra tipped her head. “You’re good.”

“I’m a writer.” Lynn picked up Louis’ picture and studied it. “It’s a blessing and a curse.”

“So that’s the fourth point of my argument,” Kimbra said, “even though I don’t have proof of it. They didn’t see the distraught kid who’d just lost his mother and nearly lost his big sister and who had to fight for his life against a man he considered his father. They saw a biracial kid who looked black enough to them that they would overlook prosecution discrepancies and convict him.”

“Son of a bitch,” Ed muttered.

“How much do you need?” Lynn asked, laying the picture on the table.

“At least twelve grand. Possibly as much as fifteen. If we beg for a priority rush on processing, maybe as much as twenty. I wish I could give you a better estimate, but that’s all the lab would give me. I was assured it wouldn’t exceed twenty grand, in any case, and I’ll give you copies of their invoicing for your records as proof.”

“How about I give you a check for thirty grand, you tell them you want the results back ASAP, and you donate any excess to the non-profit you do work for?”

Kimbra grimly smiled and extended her hand to Lynn. “If you ever want to write a crime book, you’ve got free help. Or any other legal advice you ever need for free.”

Ed playfully cleared his throat.

“No offense, counsellor, but you’re family law. I’m criminal law.” Kimbra smiled, earning her a smile in return from Ed.

Lynn shook with her. “I will likely take you up on that. But let’s get Louis home where he belongs first. Will you need any other funds? Is thirty grand enough?”

“Right now, that should be enough. I’m handling this case pro bono as a favor to Walt. When I looked at the facts, it pissed me off.” She grimly smiled. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen this prosecutor play fast and loose with the truth. I’m going to make sure this gets every damn minute of media coverage I can and that he’s out of a job by the time I’m done with him.”

“Ah,” Ed said. “Revenge.”

“No, justice. Because I want to start a media frenzy and get free eyeballs looking at his past cases. He’s been responsible for thousands of convictions during his time working for the state attorney’s office. How many of those people were really innocent, or who pled out because they couldn’t fight it? I get enough public outrage rolling against this guy, and I’ll have all the free social justice warrior help I’ll need to finally get his fucking ass out the damn door. Hopefully get him disbarred.”

“Wow,” Lynn said. “You really must hate him.”

Walt could count on one hand with fingers to spare the times he’d seen Kimbra cry.

Her eyes grew bright as she blinked away tears. “One of my clients killed himself. He insisted he was innocent. I had the proof he was innocent, but he was still convicted because this bastard played the race card against an all-white jury. He was out on bond awaiting sentencing and hung himself. In his suicide letter, he still insisted he was innocent. The guy had some untreated mental health issues that came into play, I’m sure. But he preferred to die rather than go to jail and forever live with that over his head, even though I insisted we were going to get it overturned on appeal.”

Kimbra studied her hands for a moment. “When I told that bastard what happened, he grinned and said too bad he didn’t do it before the trial and saved the state some money.”

“Fucker,” Ed said.

“Yeah. He is. I’ve tried to compile evidence against him over the years, but it’s like fighting a cockroach infestation in a messy house. You have to clean the house before you can get rid of the roaches, otherwise it’s a lost cause. I couldn’t spend my life on pro bono cases trying to get this guy out. I have to work and make money and earn a living.”

Walter patted her on the shoulder. “One of the reasons we divorced is because she’s a workaholic and self-admittedly obsessed over her job.”

Kimbra squeezed his hand. “We’re better friends than we are lovers or spouses. He wanted to be married to a woman, not to a stack of case files.”

“Papercuts on your dick are a bitch,” Walt joked.

“True story,” Kimbra said, earning a laugh from Lynn.

“Can I use that line in a book?” Lynn asked.

“Sure. I have plenty more where that came from,” Kimbra said.

 

* * * *

 

Ed had already done research on Kimbra before they arrived. As Lynn wrote out the check, she said as much. “I trust Ed, too,” Lynn said. “He looked into the work you’ve done and said you’re a good person.”

“I don’t know if I’m a good person, but I’m a damn good attorney.”

It was Ed’s turn to laugh. “That you are. I wouldn’t want to sit across the table from you on a case.”

“You’re right—you wouldn’t.”

Lynn carefully ripped the check out but before she handed it over, she looked Kimbra in the eyes. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“I want to be there every step of the way. I want to be sitting in the courtroom so I can see the look on that guy’s face when you smack him with this. And I want to be there when Louis is released so I can hug him second after Holly gets to hug him.”

“That’s a deal I’m happy to agree to without any modifications, and I’m sure my clients will be happy to agree to as well.”

“Once we tell them,” Walter said.

Lynn handed Kimbra the check. After glancing at it, Kimbra tucked it into her briefcase. “I meant it about free help with research for a book. I’d love to see more writers besides Grisham going after this topic.”

“Let’s get through this first.” Lynn focused on Walter. “Now tell me why didn’t Holly come to me herself and ask?”

“Because she refused to. She’d heard Marcia talking about how people had swamped you when you first won the lottery, and she didn’t want to be like that. Plus she saw Marcia throw a guy out of the club for wanting to talk to you. She didn’t want to lose one of the few places she has left in her life. Holly’s been struggling to raise money to get Louis a new trial ever since she got out of the hospital. She inherited the house and life insurance policies. The house was paid for. She immediately dumped nearly all of that money into legal fees. But she’s not a lawyer, and she has to work for a living. Unfortunately, the first lawyer she hired was honest, but dumb. She then got taken for about ten grand by an asshole who fortunately doesn’t practice in Florida any longer. She also had medical bills to pay on top of all of that, and had to take out a mortgage on the house.”

Terrie poked Lynn in the shoulder. “In other words, she’s as stubborn as you.”

“This is something worthwhile, though,” Lynn said.

Terrie snorted. “I’m sure the other people thought their shit was worthwhile, too. That’s why we’re here, because I looked into it after I heard about her brother. Holly’s never struck me as the dishonest type, and when I realized what was going on and talked to Walt, I knew we needed to hear them out.”

“So how pissed off at you is Holly going to be for you going behind her back?” Lynn teased Walter.

He scratched at the back of his head. “Hopefully not enough to cut me out of her life. I’m in love with her, if I can just convince her that I’d be happy to spend the rest of my life with her.”

Ed looked confused. “Why wouldn’t she believe that?”

“Because I’m a heavy sadist and she’s a light player.” He realized the others looked a little concerned and were all staring at Kimbra. “It’s okay. She knows all about me and that.”

The others relaxed.

“Holly’s worried that I would be ‘denying’ myself,” he continued.

Terrie wagged a finger at him. “So you’re not even going to tell her about this yet, are you?”

He felt his face heat. “Not until we get the results back, no. I don’t want to get her hopes up just to crush them again. This is really the last shot Louis has to not spend the rest of his life in jail.”

Kimbra interjected. “As Ed can tell you, there are no sure-fire slam dunks, no matter what it might look like. However, my gut tells me I’m going to verbally eviscerate the prosecutor and leave him staring at his own entrails while my client finally either goes free or gets a new trial. If I can get him a new trial, I can likely either get the case thrown out before we even get that far, or get him found innocent. But until any of that happens, I won’t count on it.”

“I like that one,” Ed said. “I’ll have to remember to use that. ‘Staring at his own entrails.’ Has a certain style. Kaden would have loved it.” He pointed at Walt. “I’m a little ticked at you for not coming to me sooner, by the way.”

“Why?”

“I’m an attorney.”

“Yeah, but you practice family law. I knew that. Why would I think you’d be able to help?”

He pointed at Lynn. “You knew I was her attorney.”

“Ed, you’re practically everyone’s attorney at Venture.”

Kimbra swatted Walt’s shoulder. “He means approaching him about talking to Lynn for help, dumbass.”

Walt felt his face heat even more. “I guess for the same reason Holly didn’t want to approach Lynn. If I hadn’t been an idiot and accidentally mentioned something about visiting Louis in front of Terrie, she wouldn’t have interrogated me about him.”

Terrie slowly shook her head and stared at Lynn. “Dumbasses,” she said. “We’re surrounded by dumbasses. The people we want to help won’t ask us, while the people we’re trying to avoid won’t go the freak away.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Walt drove Kimbra back to her office. When he pulled in, he sat there for a moment.

“You all right?” she asked. “I know that look.”

“I hate keeping this from her.”

“Then let’s tell her.”

“I can’t.”

Kimbra rolled her eyes at him. “You’re still a stubborn damn man, you know that?”

“Yeah.”

“If we tell Holly, then you—”

“We tell her, get her hopes up—again—and she gets them crushed, it’ll be worse. Or she’ll stress herself into a really bad flare worrying about it. She’s finally at a place where she’s not physically in misery all the time.”

“Well, the cost of the testing is handled. I’ll be filing the paperwork in the morning, since it’s too late today, requesting the evidence gets turned over to the lab. So that’s a done deal.”

“It’s not done until the results come back proving Louis innocent. And we don’t know that yet.”

“Don’t you think she’s adult enough to handle the truth?”

“It’s not the truth I’m worried about. It’s the risk of another defeat. She was just about crushed when I first met her and really got to know her. You didn’t see her then.”

“Uh, yeah, I did.”

“Not the way I saw her. You met her, yeah, but you haven’t spent the time with her that I have. It’s like she’s finally emerging from a shell. She smiles more now than I’ve ever seen her, and people who’ve known her a lot longer than I have even say it.”

“It’s your call. She’s your subby, but Louis is my client. I’m obligated to tell him.”

“Before, or after?”

She glared at Walt. “You’re gonna fight me tooth and nail on this, ain’tcha?

“What do you think?”

She shook her head, her dark curls bobbing. “If this was anyone else, I wouldn’t withhold info. Regardless of how the test results come back, I have to tell him at some point. You realize that, right?”

“Yeah. And I appreciate you waiting.”

Once Kimbra had collected her briefcase and purse and got out, Walt headed home. Holly was supposed to spend the night at his place tonight. Tomorrow they’d spend it at hers, and he was going to replace the guts in the toilet in her master bathroom. It stuck every so often and he wanted to change it out before it ran her water bill through the roof.

At war within him, the guilt of the ultimate deal-breaker of lying in a relationship, battling with knowing that he needed to hold this back from Holly and Louis for now. Anything like this, it was compounded in Holly’s heart, because she not only felt her own reaction but worried about how Louis would deal with it.

This time, Walt would take the hit. He would sit and worry and bite his nails and hope it turned out in Louis’ favor.

Considering the circumstances, if it worked out the way he hoped it would, there was a pretty good chance she’d forgive him for the secrecy.

He hoped.

If it didn’t destroy her trust in him for going against everything he’d told her was a deal-breaker.

 

* * * *

 

Walt had dinner ready for Holly by the time she arrived at his place a little before seven. He’d waffled back and forth about telling her dozens of times since returning home.

Then he spotted the smile she gave him when she walked through the door.

The easy, sweet, loving smile.

The smile that meant her pain was low, and she felt relatively good. As good as she could feel on any given day.

Nope.

That settled it. He wouldn’t burden her with this. He couldn’t. In the past two months, he’d seen the positive changes in her and wanted to do whatever it took to keep her feeling good.

She only carried her purse and set it on the couch as she walked over to hug him where he stood in the kitchen. “Hello, Sir.” She said it with her face pressed against his bare chest, her body warm against his.

He gently closed his arms around her and nuzzled the top of her head. “Hello, sweetheart. Your stuff in the car?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl. You remembered not to carry it in.”

She tipped her head back. “I had to carry it out to the car myself this morning. That didn’t kill me.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “My rules. Unless you’re safewording. When I’m around, you do not carry anything other than your purse unless I okay it.”

A soft sigh escaped her. “Yes, Sir.”

“That’s my good girl.” He kissed her. “I’ll go get your stuff.” He carefully disengaged from her, holding his hand out for her keys, which she passed over.

Maybe it was a stupid rule to anyone else, but it meant something to him. It was one of the bricks in the foundation of their particular power exchange dynamic structure. Sure, he’d love to have her strip and kneel on the floor before him in greeting. Maybe one day she’d feel good enough to do that.

But he’d rather have her there with him, and doing what she could, things that wouldn’t stress her out or hurt her in bad ways.

Being in control of the rest of her life, having to consciously hand over what might appear to others to be such a tiny aspect actually carried a large impact with her. It reinforced to her the lesson he was trying to gently drive home—that she needed to rely on him instead of attempting to shoulder every burden alone.

It wasn’t an attempt to make her dependent on him. On the contrary, she was independent. Had been for years.

What she had to learn was how to let go in all the good ways.

It was a small but important lesson she seemed to be learning.

After dinner they retreated to his bedroom, where he hooked her up to the TENS unit. Then he rolled her onto her back and got her into one of his favorite positions. She wore soft, padded leather cuffs on her wrists, clipped together over her head. That was a position she could comfortably maintain for a while, lying on her back like that.

He grinned as he held the TENS controller in one hand and slid two fingers between her legs, where her pussy was already wet. “That’s my good girl. I don’t even have to turn it on any more for you to get wet.”

The adorable pink blush he loved filled her cheeks. “Yes, Sir.”

He turned the unit on, keeping it low for now, a soft tingling that would only serve to amp up her need. It’d taken him less than three weeks to condition her body to look forward to him hooking the TENS unit up for her.

Tonight, he was going to take it up another notch.

“It was Christmas today,” he said. “Your newest toy arrived.”

Her lower lip caught under her teeth as her eyes widened a little. He held up the butt plug and danced it around in the air. “What do you say?”

“Thank you, Sir.”

One of the things he’d worked on with her was getting her more comfortable admitting her fantasies to him. She loved the idea of being double-stuffed, his cock in either her pussy or her ass, and a toy in the other hole, while he forced her to orgasm.

So that had been added to the ever-growing list of things they were going to do.

Step one, however, was anal training. He’d played with her several times with his fingers, the combination of going down on her—or using a vibrator on her—while cranking up the TENS unit always guaranteed to make her explode while tickling his sadistic fancy.

He slid a towel under her ass and made a big show of lubing up the butt plug. He’d actually received several of them today, and this one was the smallest of the lot.

A good starting point.

The largest was a little larger around than his cock at its thickest point.

He slowly started pressing the end of the plug against her rim, her moans hardening his cock. He bumped up the TENS setting before lowering his mouth to her clit and flicking it with his tongue.

Her back arched, a louder moan escaping her. “Please, Sir,” she breathlessly begged.

“Oh, no, sweetheart. You’re on my timeframe tonight. Lie there and get comfy, because I’m not going to let you come until this toy is buried in your ass.”

Actually, he’d wait until after he had his cock buried in her pussy at the same time.

She didn’t need to know that…yet. He was enjoying her begging too much.

It took nearly twenty minutes for him to finish fucking the butt plug into her rim and get it seated there. Meanwhile, he’d cranked up the TENS unit and had nearly driven her out of her head with need by teasing her clit, flicking and sucking it, drawing slow circles around it with his tongue.

Now with the butt plug in her, he rose up onto his knees. “I think I know someone who wanted to be filled, hmm?”

She nodded, her eyes wide and glazed with need.

He held up the vibrator he’d also received in the mail just that day and turned it on, then off again.

She moaned.

It took every ounce of self-control he had not to explode as he slid his cock into her. She felt tight, hot, slick, the toy in her ass filling her.

“Oh, sweetheart.” He grinned at her. “I think you’ve created a monster.”

 

* * * *

 

At that moment, Holly would have done or said or agreed to anything to get relief. Her nervous system approached overload, Walt never letting either pleasure or pain get the upper hand and tip her body one way or the other off the razor-thin edge she rode.

“Please fuck your pussy, Sir!” He liked it raunchy and real and the more begging she did, the more he liked it.

It felt sooo good, the fullness in her ass and then his cock filling her pussy. Her clit throbbed from the teasing he’d done, not giving her any relief.

“Oh, I’m gonna fuck that sweet pussy of mine, all right.” He pressed the vibrator against her clit, the cool plastic making her jump. “But first, I’m gonna make you come, baby.”

He started turning up the TENS unit.

Then, he switched the vibrator on.

Electric white light seemed to flash behind her eyes as the orgasm ripped through her body. Her back arched, eyes falling closed as her toes curled and she tried to rock her hips against Walt and drive his cock as deep inside her pussy as she could.

“Enjoy, sweetheart,” he said. “Because you aren’t going to stop coming until I’m ready to let you.”

Forcing her eyes open, she moaned her way through the next orgasm as she stared at his smile.

I love this.

I love him.

Each release rolled into the next one, a long series of pleasure that bordered on pain. She was barely aware of him cranking the TENS unit up again, tempering the pleasure just enough so that she had a little more of a build-up before she dropped off the cliff once more. It was like her pleasure circuits had been hooked into a crazy bungee cord and kicked off the top of the Skyway Bridge.

She was eventually aware she was begging, more from the look on his face, the way he tipped his head and grinned. “What was that, sweetheart? You’d like me to start fucking you now?”

“Yes, Sir! Please fuck me!”

He switched off the TENS unit, then the vibrator, and leaned forward to kiss her. He braced himself on his elbows, his fingers laced through hers. “Who owns this sweet ass?”

“You do, Sir.”

He took a long, slow stroke, finishing that with his cock buried deep inside her. “And who owns this sweet pussy?”

“It’s your pussy, Sir.” He kissed her again, slanting his lips over hers and crushing her mouth as she fucked her tongue against his.

“Whose clit did I just torture?”

“Your clit, Sir.”

“That’s right. And what is my rule about my clit, my pussy, and my ass?”

“Only Sir’s allowed to make me come.” She felt like she was caught in a delicious free-fall, her swollen clit rubbing against his body as he lay there. Sometimes he could fuck one more out of her, sometimes not, but it was always fun for him to try.

He kissed her again. “That’s right, sweetheart. Such a good girl for me.” He took a short, hard thrust, pulling a gasp out of her and nearly making her come. Realizing that, he took it as challenge accepted and was able to quickly fuck one last, small orgasm out of her before he buried his cock in her and emptied his balls.

Falling still on top of her, he pressed his forehead against hers even as he felt around for the clip and unhooked her wrists.

She immediately wrapped her arms and legs around him, kissing him, knowing that what they’d done tonight would translate into at least two days’ worth of lower pain levels.

“Better, baby?” he whispered against her lips.

“You always make it better, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt unhooked her TENS unit and helped her up and into the bathroom. After cleaning up, they returned to bed. She immediately fell asleep in his arms while he lay there and thought about the secret.

If I tell her, and it doesn’t come back in Louis’ favor, it’ll crush her.

But Kimbra has to tell Louis eventually. She’s obligated as his lawyer.

The longer he waited to tell Holly, the worse it’d be if the tests didn’t come back proving Louis was innocent.

But he didn’t have the heart to tell her and risk undoing all the progress she’d made lately.

Long after she’d fallen asleep, he stared at the ceiling.

Please don’t let me have fucked up the best thing I ever had by not telling her.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Walt had just finished a hearing evaluation on a two-year-old girl when he returned to his office to find his cell phone ringing on his desk. Unfortunately, by the time he reached it, it’d stopped ringing.

Kimbra.

He immediately called her back and got her voice mail.

“Dammit,” he muttered. He walked over to his office door to shut it when the phone rang in his hand. As he closed the door, he thumbed the answer button. “Sorry, I almost grabbed it in time.”

“You gonna wanna to be sittin’ down for this.”

It’d been three weeks since Kimbra had overseen the transfer of the evidence to the lab courier, and the lab confirmed receipt of the pieces. Only certain labs could do that kind of testing, were certified to handle police evidence and not break the chain of custody.

Meaning the results would be accepted as evidence in court.

Walt returned to his office chair and sank into it…his heart sinking, too, at Kimbra’s tone. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong?”

“Yeah. I know that tone of voice.”

“Huh? Oh, sorry. Hold on.”

She was gone for a moment, all while Walt’s heart pounded in his throat and he thanked higher powers he didn’t really give a shit about that he hadn’t said anything to Holly about the DNA testing. This would give him time to figure out how to break it to her.

When Kimbra returned to the line, she sounded lighter. “Sorry, my office door was open and I had several people talking out in the hallway.”

“What?”

“Got the test results back.”

“You’re not a sadist, so just tell me, please.”

“We got him.”

He closed his eyes. “Got who?”

“Salazar, that slimy fucking bastard. The DNA on the rings and watch was Sarah and Holly’s, and a tiny bit of Louis’. Combined with the autopsy report findings of the DNA under Sarah’s nails, the samples the ER scraped from under Holly’s nails when she was admitted, and the pictures of the wounds on Jason’s arms and face, there’s no judge in the world who wouldn’t look at this evidence and at the very least grant our motion for a new trial.”

The breath whooshed out of him. “Really?”

“Seriously. I got that son of a bitch nailed to the wall now. On top of them holding back discovery evidence, and ineffective defense, this will set Louis free. I’d bet my house on it.”

“When are you filing? And when can I tell Holly?”

“You can tell her right now. I’m putting a few finishing touches on the motions and walking them down to the clerk’s office myself to file. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get it on the judge’s docket, though, but that’s my next stop after the clerk’s office. Might take a couple of weeks. Hopefully sooner. I’m going to ask for an emergency hearing. It depends on the judge’s calendar.”

Walt was still stuck on the main bombshell. “I can tell her?”

“Yeah. I’m going to email you a PDF file of the lab findings and the summary sheet. I’m already working on a subpoena for the lab tech. Thank god they’re only up in Tampa and not far.”

“This proves Louis was telling the truth?” he asked, just to make sure he wasn’t hearing what he wanted to hear.

“You goin’ deaf now?” She laughed. “This proves it. They popped stones out of one of the rings and found Sarah’s blood and tissue under the stone. That’s not just transfer DNA. The only way that could have gotten there was if Jason punched her, consistent with her injuries. And there was none of Louis’ DNA under either woman’s nails. Only Jason’s. This is conclusive proof.”

He closed his eyes and fought the urge to cry. Part of him wanted to cancel his appointments for the rest of the day and go tell Holly right that minute, but he knew he could wait another couple of hours.

“You all right?” Kimbra asked.

“How long until we can get him home, then?”

“As soon as we get a hearing would be the earliest. Then it depends if I can get them to vacate the sentence, or at least order a new trial and ROR him, or release him on bond.”

“Okay. Anything else I need to pass on to Holly when I tell her?”

“Yeah.” Kimbra giggled. “Tell her Momma and Papi are gonna want to throw the biggest welcome home party you ever saw.”

 

* * * *

 

Holly was glad she’d let Walt talk her into driving her to work today.

Truth be told, she wasn’t feeling that well. A morning full of irate and rude customers had rounded out her stress and she felt like maybe she was on her way to a flare.

Maybe she needed to start blogging about Louis’ case and hope that some news agency would pick it up and follow it. Kimbra was great, but even though Holly was all too familiar with how slow the wheels of justice turned, even this felt…glacial.

If it wasn’t for Walt by her side, she knew she’d be close to a mental breakdown.

In her gut, Holly suspected Kimbra was Louis’ best and last chance at a new trial. If the tenacious woman couldn’t make it happen, likely no one else could, either.

Which would mean…

The thought of giving up nearly made her burst into tears.

How could she enjoy her life if her brother was stuck in prison? It didn’t matter that Louis had given her his blessings to live her life. It wasn’t fair.

And the next person who told her life wasn’t fair, Holly was tempted to cunt-punch them, whether they possessed that particular piece of anatomy or not.

A miscarriage of justice wasn’t the same as your damn ice cream falling off the cone and hitting the ground, or getting picked last for dodgeball.

By the time Holly left work and made her way downstairs, she felt wrung out, defeated, and knew she’d need Walt to use the TENS unit on her tonight. Her shoulders felt like one huge, painful knot on either side of her spine, and her nerves had been frayed down to the core.

All she wanted to do was soak in a hot tub and then curl up in bed.

Walt was parked there, and got out to open the passenger side door of his truck for her. But when he got back in, even though the truck was running for the AC, he made no move to buckle up or shift it into reverse and leave.

Instead, he turned to face her.

Her heart sank in her chest as he gently cupped her hands in his and held them to his chest. Usually that gesture filled her with love and warm fuzzies, but today there was something different about him.

“I need to talk to you about something,” he quietly said.

“Okay?”

“I had to keep something back from you. I hope when I finish telling you the whole story that you won’t be mad at me.”

A chill filled her despite the heat outside. “What?”

He seemed to need a moment to find the strength to look her in the eyes. “I accidentally let it slip to Terrie about Louis.”

“What?”

“And then she set up a meeting for me and Kimbra with her and Lynn and Ed.”

“What are you saying?” She literally couldn’t process where this was going.

“Kimbra found three rings and a watch in the evidence list that were taken off Jason by the coroner, logged in as evidence, and never tested for DNA. They were still there, in the evidence vault. But to get them tested was going to cost upwards of twenty thousand dollars. We didn’t tell you about that, because we were trying to figure out how to pay for the testing and—”

“And you let it slip to Terrie about Louis,” she numbly finished.

“I didn’t mean to, honestly. It was that night we were over at their house with everyone that Friday. She asked me if we were going to be at Sigalo’s the next night, and I wasn’t thinking and said that we couldn’t because we were going to visit Louis. Of course, then she asked well, who’s that? And…”

He sighed. “I’m sorry. I know I promised not to tell anyone about him and I screwed up. I told her everything, including that I was looking into refinancing my mortgage to pay for the DNA testing. Terrie called me and set up a meeting for us.”

“When did this happen?”

“The next Monday. So nearly four weeks ago.”

“And?”

“I begged them not to say anything to you because if the testing was inconclusive, I was never going to tell you about it. I’m sorry. Kimbra and I kept this all from you, and from Louis. She wanted to say something and I wouldn’t let her. So please don’t be mad at her, be mad at me.”

“So…what happened?”

“Kimbra got the results back today.” He kissed her hands and stared into her eyes. “Baby, they prove Louis was telling the truth. It’s nearly all your DNA and your mom’s DNA on the rings and watch. It proves Jason is the one who beat the two of you.”

Her vision doubled, tripled as tears filled her eyes. He carefully took her glasses off and set them on the dash, then pulled her into his arms.

“Kimbra’s already working on the motions. She’s filing them today and we have to wait for a hearing. She said this should get Louis free on bond, at least, until there’s a new trial.”

Her chest hurt, her mind spun. She couldn’t be hearing him right. “Free?” she whispered.

“Yeah. Free.”

She realized she was sobbing, crying as he rocked her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I knew it’d crush you if we were wrong. I didn’t want to do that to you. But we’re going to get him home, baby.”

Home…

She closed her eyes and tightly clung to him as she cried against his shoulder.

 

* * * *

 

Walt nuzzled the top of her head and hoped he hadn’t blown her trust in him. “We can stop by Kimbra’s office on the way home,” he said. “I’m sorry that I kept this from you, but—”

She grabbed his head and kissed him, hard, snot and all.

He didn’t care.

She wouldn’t let go, either, digging her fingers into the back of his head, into his scalp, fucking his mouth with her tongue. After a moment her hands dropped, fisting his shirt, holding him there.

Finally, he took control, one arm slipping around her, his hand buried in her hair and holding on tightly until he could lift his lips from hers.

“So…do you forgive me?” She tried to pull him in for another kiss, but he tipped his head back, just out of reach. “I’m serious, Hol. Are we good?”

“Only if you fucking kiss me again, you jerk.”

He did, this time fully in control of it. “I might have to spank you for calling me a jerk,” he mumbled against her mouth without breaking their kiss.

“Good,” she mumbled back. “Then I’ll call you a bunch of other names and make it completely worth it.”

He started laughing and pulled her in for a hug. “Baby, I’m sorry I kept it from you. I was afraid you’d get your heart broken again and I couldn’t stand to do that to you.”

She finally sat up and stared into his eyes. “How much did the testing cost?”

“Eighteen thousand dollars.”

A gasp escaped her. “What?”

“Exactly why I didn’t want you to know. Because at first I didn’t know how to pay for it, then I didn’t know what the results were going to be.”

She blinked. “What if Lynn hadn’t offered to pay for it?”

“I was going to refinance my house and maybe max out my credit cards. If that didn’t get us everything we needed, I was going to ask Papi for a loan.”

Her tears started again as she let him pull her against him. “This was going to happen, no matter how I had to make it happen. Kimbra thought maybe she could get partial financing, to test at least one of the rings, from the non-profit group she does work for. But we were going to make it happen.”

“Oh, my god,” she whispered. “He’s coming home.”

He nuzzled his face in her hair. “He’s coming home.”

“I love you,” she said. “No man could ever do what you’ve done for me and not be a man worth loving.”

His pulse raced in his veins as he cradled her face in his hands and kissed her, slowly, sweetly. “I love you, too, baby. I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to handle all of this at your speed. If you want me gone, ever, you have to tell me. Otherwise, I’ll be there with you, and with Louis, every step of the way, by your side. Nothing you say or do will scare me off. The good or the bad.”

She closed her eyes, her head pressed against his chest. “I can’t believe he’s coming home!”

“He is, sweetheart. I told you Kimbra is good. She’s tough.”

“I think I’m a little bit in love with her, too.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure she’ll take that as a compliment and not at all creepy.”

That made her laugh. She started rooting around in her purse until she found tissues and was able to blow her nose and clean up a little. “So what do we do now?”

“For now, we have to wait until Kimbra gives us a hearing time and date. You might want to notify your boss tomorrow that you may need last-minute time off.”

“Okay.”

He stroked her cheek. “I don’t suppose I can talk you into quitting and not working, can I?”

“I have bills to pay.”

“We could move in together. I can support you.”

“As tempting as that is, I can’t right now. Especially not if Louis is coming home. I want to be there for him. I need a place for him to live. That’s his house, too. It was our parents’ house, Mom and Dad’s house. Jason moved in with us when they got married.”

“Can’t blame a Dom for trying.”

“No, and I love you for that, too. We can stop by Kimbra’s office and talk to her?”

“Let’s call her.” He dug out his cell and did just that.

“Hello, Fingers. Did you tell her?”

“Yeah, she wants to talk to you.” He handed the phone off to Holly, who started crying again almost immediately.

“Thank you, Kimbra. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you, but thank you…” He couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but after a long moment, Holly let out a teary laugh. “You can damn sure bet I will. Thank you. Should we come by? … Okay. I’ll wait to hear from you.” She ended the call and handed him back the phone.

“She can bet you will what?” he asked.

She was dabbing at her eyes again with a tissue, but now she wore a smile. “She told me I could pay her back by making sure I took good care of you, Sir.”

He caressed her cheek. “You already do.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Holly wasn’t altogether sure that she might not puke the way her stomach had tightly knotted. She was ready to go when Walt pulled into her driveway. She had already locked the front door and started walking toward his truck before he could get out.

“Are you okay?” he asked, stopping in front of her and blocking her progress.

She shook her head. “Just really stressed. Lot of pain.”

He lightly rested his hands on her shoulders. “Did you eat?”

She shook her head.

He let out “that” sigh, turned her around, and marched her back to the front door. Inside, he nuked her a portion of instant Cream of Wheat—made perfectly—and grabbed her a bottle of Gatorade from the fridge.

“Here. Eat in the car.”

She fought the urge to cry. Hell, she hadn’t even bothered with makeup today, knowing how emotional she’d feel. “Thank you, Sir.”

Pressing a kiss against her forehead, he said, “This will be okay, sweetheart.”

“You can’t promise me that.”

“No, but I know Kimbra, and she’s tough. I have faith in her.”

Thus with some semblance of sustenance, he led her back out to his truck and opened the door for her. She managed to force down some of the Cream of Wheat on the way, and though she could tell he wasn’t happy she didn’t finish it, he didn’t hassle her about it, either.

They nervously made their way through security and found Kimbra and her paralegal, Teresa, already sitting on a bench outside the courtroom where the hearing would be held.

Kimbra stood to greet them, giving Holly a gentle hug. “Oh, there she is.”

Holly thought Kimbra meant her, but when she turned, she spotted Lynn, Paul, Terrie, and Mark walking down the hallway toward them.

That’s when Holly lost her battle to hold back her tears. As Lynn hugged her, Holly started crying. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you so much.”

“It’s okay. This is something I’m happy to share the wealth for. Kimbra promised me I could have the second hug with him after you get yours.”

“Let’s hope we all get to hug him,” Holly said.

Two men approached, a younger one carrying a file box and the older one a face Holly recognized.

Corden Salazar.

The man smirked. “This is a waste of the state’s and court’s time, Ms. Luzon,” he said. “The court has rejected previous appeals.”

Kimbra smirked back and unceremoniously dropped a folder onto the top of the box. “Discovery, counsellor. And I think you’ll find this time that the court is going to want to listen to us. I know the media is.” She nodded her head.

Behind them, coming up the hallway, was a reporter and cameraman for the Sarasota TV station.

Holly felt the urge to break into laughter as Salazar grabbed the folder and started looking through it. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s the results of the DNA testing the state should have done and which prove my client didn’t attack his mother or sister. Not to mention I’m going to tell the court about the prosecution’s glaring ‘omissions’ of autopsy evidence from Jason Davids that will show he was completely intoxicated, as well as bore injuries caused by Sarah and Holly. And that Sarah and Holly both had DNA evidence under their nails that only belonged to Jason Davids.”

“Wait, what is—”

“You have two options, Mr. Salazar,” Kimbra said. “Either make a motion to the court to vacate the previous conviction and free Louis, or take this to trial while I show the entire world what a racist bastard you are.”

“You can’t do this! We never got copies of this. We need time to prepare a rebuttal.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Those are extra copies. I had this exact same set of paperwork delivered to your office Friday morning. I have a signature of delivery from the courier service. Not my fault if you don’t bother to read your mail, or have someone in your office who handles stuff for you when you’re out of the office.”

The reporter hustled up and Kimbra started talking to her as Salazar pulled his assistant aside and they went through the folder of paperwork.

Meanwhile, Walt had slipped an arm around Holly’s waist and edged her out of the way, his mouth near her ear.

“Breathe, sweetheart,” he whispered. “It’ll be all right. He’s scared shitless. Just look at him.”

She nodded even as she watched the prosecutor’s face get redder and redder. He stepped away and pulled out his cell phone to make a call, apparently pissed off at whatever he found out when he hung up only a minute later.

The reporter was already interviewing Kimbra, who had apparently blindsided Salazar in more ways than one that morning. Holly stood there as Kimbra took point, and when the reporter asked to talk to Holly, Holly first looked up at Walt, who nodded. He handed her off to Kimbra, who stood by her side while Walt stepped out of the shot and stood next to Lynn and the others.

 

* * * *

 

“She looks terrified,” Lynn whispered to Walt.

“She is. God, I hope Kimbra’s right. If this doesn’t work, it’ll break Holly’s heart.”

“The prosecutor looks pissed,” Terrie noted.

“I think he is. Kimbra found out he was going down to the Keys for the weekend. She could have delivered the paperwork on Thursday evening, but she wanted to make sure she jammed it up his ass this morning. She knew the assistant prosecutor wouldn’t have time to look at it.”

“Smart woman.”

“You have no idea.”

Walt was a little surprised to see Cedro and Amaleeza Luzon hustle up during the interview. He peeled away from Lynn and Terrie to intercept them. “What are you guys doing here?”

Momma poked him in the shoulder. “What’s wrong with you? You think we’re gonna let her go through this alone? Plus we want to meet Louis ourselves.”

“Well, fair warning, Lynn’s been promised hug number two already.”

“That’s fine,” Papi said. “We’ll wait our turn.”

Twenty minutes later, they were heading into the courtroom. Walt and Papi flanked Holly as their entire group filled the front row.

Kimbra had disappeared to go speak with Louis before the hearing, and she was with him when he was led into the courtroom by two bailiffs. He wore slacks, a button-up long-sleeved shirt, and a tie that Walt was pretty sure had been picked out by Momma or Kimbra. He’d shaved, and his hair had been trimmed short, down to the length it’d been when he was first convicted.

He looked the part of a clean-cut kid.

He turned and gave them all a nervous, sick-looking smile and nod of his head before sitting at the table with Kimbra and Teresa.

They all stood when the judge entered, and then retook their seats as the courtroom was called to order.

When his clerk announced the case, the judge looked at Kimbra. “Ms. Luzon, this is an interesting motion you’re presenting me with this morning.”

“Yes, your Honor, it is.” She proceeded to go through the basics, including adding the evidence to the record. It took the better part of thirty minutes, with Salazar trying to object and the judge overruling him at every turn.

When Kimbra finally finished, the judge looked at Salazar. “Mr. Salazar, the state’s response?”

“Your Honor, we aren’t prepared to rebut all this evidence today. I just received it this morning, and—”

“Funny, I’m looking at a courier receipt that says your office had it Friday morning.”

Salazar swallowed hard. “We did, your Honor, but I was out of town, and—”

“I’m looking at a long list of very valid points that Ms. Luzon has presented regarding this case. I’m actually inclined to make a ruling right this minute, unless you give me something valid to dispute any of the evidence she’s presented.”

There was a rushed and angry-sounding whispered conference between Salazar and his assistant. “No, your Honor,” he finally said. “The state, however, would beg the court to not release the defendant until—”

“I’m sure you’ll be begging a lot of things, Mr. Salazar.” He closed the file and stared at Kimbra. “In reviewing this evidence, it’s quite clear that Ms. Luzon is absolutely correct that there were several egregious errors made in the investigation and prosecution of this case. Considering that I am the judge who heard this case, I will tell you right now that I plan on notifying the state board to recommend sanctions against Mr. Salazar for prosecutorial misconduct, and will be recommending they take a hard look at Mr. Salazar’s past cases as well.

“In light of this conclusive evidence that Jason Davids obviously attacked his wife and step-daughter, that he was extremely intoxicated at the time of his death, and that the prosecution withheld vital evidence not only from the defense team but from this court and the jury, I hereby vacate Mr. Olson’s conviction on all charges in this case. I also order him immediately released from the custody of the Florida Department of Corrections, order that all his rights and privileges as a free citizen of this state hereby be restored, and that his record be expunged.

“Also, let the record show that it is the opinion of this court that Mr. Olson and his family should discuss with their attorney the possibility of seeking restitution from the state for his wrongful conviction and incarceration…”

Walt wasn’t sure Holly was okay, because she sat frozen next to him, tears streaming down her face. It was only when the judge finally slammed his gavel down, after some more harsh words for Salazar, that she flinched and stared at Walt.

Louis also looked like he was in a daze. Kimbra prompted him to stand, and then Holly was up and hugging him over the divider, both siblings sobbing as they held each other.

Lynn, also crying now, scooched past Walt so she could get her promised hug. Then it was a mass of hugs and tears as everyone somehow got out of the row and made their way to the defense table to get their hugs in.

“Now, listen,” Kimbra said. “They need to process his release, so we can’t leave just yet.”

“We’ve got his stuff, too,” one of the bailiffs told her. “We’ll get that brought out.”

“Thank you,” she said.

Louis hugged that bailiff, too, and the other one, both of them smiling and patting him on the back.

It seemed if Louis turned to someone, he was ready to hug.

Walt had already gotten his hug and stepped back, out of the way, where he could stand and glare at Salazar. The man angrily started packing stuff, his assistant silent next to him.

Walt walked over to him, unable to help it. “How’s it feel?”

The guy looked up. “What?”

“How’s it feel to know you tried to ruin what was left of a family and still couldn’t win in the end?”

“That kid’s guilty. We’ll be refiling charges.”

“Good luck with that.” Walt dropped his voice. “Good luck finding a new job, too.”

Salazar grabbed his laptop case and stormed out of the courtroom, leaving the other guy scrambling to gather the rest of their things and follow.

Walt and Papi offered to cart Louis’ boxes of personal effects out to Walt’s truck while everyone gathered in the hallway for interviews with the reporter.

“You love Holly, don’t you?” Papi asked him.

“Yeah, I do,” Walt admitted. “I want to spend the rest of my life with her. I’m always going to love Kimbra, but—”

He laughed. “My daughter, she’s a stubborn one, no?”

“Yeah.”

“She told us that you and Holly have her blessings. So that’s good enough for us.” After they got the boxes stashed into the backseat, he turned to Walt. “If he needs a job, he’s welcomed to come work for me. I’ve already talked to a couple of my best guys, and they said he can apprentice with them. We’ll help pay for him to go to trade school, if he wants. Can always use more electricians in the world.”

“Thanks, Papi. I’ll let him know. I’m not sure Holly will want to let him out of her sight for a few days, at least.”

“Rightfully so. Maybe Kimbra can get him a good settlement.”

“It’ll probably be a couple of years before she can. Lawsuits take time.”

“That Salazar. He’s gonna get fired, isn’t he?”

“I hope to hell so.”

“Good. Man like that shouldn’t be ruining lives.”

They returned to the courthouse and found them all still standing in the hallway. Apparently a newspaper reporter had joined the hearing just as it started and was now interviewing Holly, Louis, and Kimbra about it. It took the better part of an hour before they could actually make their way out of the courthouse, Holly and Louis holding on to each other as they walked, Louis’ arm around Holly’s shoulders and dwarfing her by nearly a foot in height.

Walt matched steps with Kimbra. “When’s his interview schedule start?”

“Three o’clock today in my office. The Sarasota channel, two Tampa stations, one from Orlando, and one from Miami. My office already heard from the Today Show’s booker, and they want him to headline tomorrow’s hour two with Matt Lauer, so I need to make sure I get him another outfit tonight to wear for it all. Good Morning America was a little late to the punch, so they get him to headline their hour three slot.”

“What about Fox News?”

She snorted and looked up into his eyes, smiling. “I told them they could go fuck themselves.”

His eyes widened. “No.”

She giggled. “No, but they don’t get to interview him. They get my ass at eleven tomorrow. Should be fun.”

“I can’t wait.”

“I know, right?” She sighed. “This felt good. This felt really damn good.”

“What happens right now?”

“Everyone’s meeting up at Holly’s. I’m going to stop on the way and grab food for us, and we can decompress for a little bit while I talk to them about what happens next.”

“How much you think he’s going to get from suing?”

Her expression turned angry. “Not nearly enough to make up for what they’ve been put through, but it’ll be a start.”

They all ended up at Walt’s truck. Holly offered to sit in back, but Louis wouldn’t let her. Fortunately, all of the boxes fit on one side of the back seat and the floor behind Walt’s seat, leaving ample room.

“Do you want to stop anywhere on the way home?” Walt asked. “Anywhere you want.”

Louis needed a moment to think about it. “Can we go by McDonald’s for a chocolate shake?” he softly asked.

Hell, Walt wanted to cry for the kid. “Of course we can.” 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Holly wanted to ride sitting turned around and staring at Louis for the whole trip home, but she knew she’d end up in more pain than she already was if she did that.

She didn’t want to take her eyes off him.

Even including the stop for his shake, they were still the first ones to arrive home. She knew the rest of the invited crew wouldn’t be too far behind. Kimbra and the whole Luzon family, as well as Lynn and Terrie and the rest.

And a couple of local reporters, whom Kimbra had carefully selected from the group of media swarming them at the courthouse once the hearing ended. Holly didn’t know where they’d all come from, but she was glad she really hadn’t been aware of them before or she might have been even more nervous.

All she’d wanted to do was focus on Louis.

Louis started to help Walt unload the boxes, but he waved him off. “Go on inside with your sister and have a moment,” he insisted. “I’ve got this.”

Holly unlocked the front door with a trembling hand and heard Louis suck in a breath behind her. “Wow.”

“I had to paint…after. And I didn’t want carpet anymore. If I’d known then what would happen, I would have just kept bare concrete floors and not spent the money on new flooring. I was sort of in shock, I guess.”

“It’s okay. It looks good. It’s better like this.”

They walked in and he immediately homed in on the picture of them with their mom and their dad when they were little.

“This her?” He reached out and stroked her urn.

“Yeah.”

“You never told me what you did with him.”

“Better than he deserved. Dumped him into Sarasota Bay. I didn’t want him here. I never even brought his urn into the house. It rode around in the trunk of my car for several weeks until I had time to go do it.”

Tears rolled down his face. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save her.”

She hugged him, not caring about the pain it caused her, burying her face against his chest and unable to believe he was there, home, where he belonged.

“Hey, you saved me. If you hadn’t come home early, I might have died. Maybe even you, too.”

Walt walked in with the first couple of boxes and didn’t interrupt them as he headed down the hallway to Louis’ room.

“What do you want for dinner tonight?” she asked Louis. “Anything you want.”

“I don’t even know.” He stared down at her. “Are you really okay? They wouldn’t tell me anything about you while I was in. I didn’t even know if you were alive or not at first until my attorney was able to talk to you. Walt said you hurt a lot now because of what happened.”

She reached up and cupped his face in her hands. He’d grown a couple of inches since she’d last been able to hug him. “We can talk about that later.”

“I want to talk about it now.”

“She’s got fibromyalgia,” Walt said from the hallway, where he leaned against the wall. “It’s not a disease so much as it’s a diagnosis of exclusion. It’s a condition, with a lot of different variables.”

Holly didn’t want Louis’ homecoming marred by this. “Walt—”

“No, sweetheart, he needs to know. He’s your brother, and he deserves to know. It’s not his fault.”

He pushed off from the wall and walked over. “She’s in a lot of pain a lot of the time. Crippling fatigue. Fibro fog, which is like a brain fog thing. Bad memory, a hard time concentrating.”

Walt stood next to them, staring down at her. “And she’s stubborn as all get out. She pushes herself too hard and refuses help when she shouldn’t, and then she has a crash or triggers a flare because she did too much and didn’t ask for help.”

“I’m home now,” Louis said. “I’ll do all the chores and stuff.”

“It’s not just that,” Walt said. “Did she tell you about her job?”

“Walt!” She didn’t want to discuss this. Not right now, when he just got home.

Walt made her turn to face him. “He’s an adult, and he deserves to know.”

“But he doesn’t need to know all this now.”

“Yeah, he does, sweetheart.” He gathered her hands in his and tucked them against his chest. He didn’t pull his gaze from hers as he talked to Louis. “She had to take a different job where she works. Because of her injuries, even after she recovered and was cleared to go back to work, she couldn’t focus and do her job. So they demoted her. She’s been struggling.”

“I’m sorry, sis.”

“Don’t you dare apologize for something you didn’t do,” she snapped.

Walt pulled her into his arms. “She’s spent a lot of years fighting for you and hiding how bad off she was from you. She didn’t want you to worry. She loves you. Expect her to hit a flare here shortly, if she’s not in one already, from all this stress of the past couple of weeks.”

“What’s that?”

Walt explained it to him, keeping her body securely pressed against his. She gave up and let him hold her, knew this man wasn’t about to stop taking care of her, no matter how stubbornly independent she pretended to be.

He knew the truth. She couldn’t do it alone any longer.

She didn’t want to.

And she didn’t have to, either.

Then Louis put his arms around both of them and hugged them. “Love you, sis,” he softly said. “I promise I’ll take care of you.”

“You’re my baby brother,” she mumbled against Walt’s chest. “I’m supposed to take care of you.”

“You can take care of each other,” Walt said. “And believe me, honey, I’m going to be teaming up with Louis to get reports on whether or not you’re taking care of yourself when I’m not around.”

She looked up at him. “Why wouldn’t you be around?”

“When I’m at work and you’re home, duh.” He kissed her forehead. Then he disengaged from both of them, pulled something from his pocket, and took her left hand in his as he knelt in front of her. “I wanted to wait to do this so he could be here for it. I love you, and I know that I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Even if we’re swimming upstream, even if it’s the two of us against nature, then that’s fine by me. Will you marry me?”

More tears. At least today’s tears were mostly happy, mixed with melancholy.

Louis laughed. “You gonna give him an answer, sis?”

She realized she’d been staring at the ring and not answering him. “Yes!”

Walt slipped the ring onto her finger, standing and pulling her in for a kiss. Then he looked at Louis. “If you haven’t guessed, Kimbra’s family sort of adopted you and Holly. They still consider me family, so it’ll be a real party when they find out about this.”

Louis wiped at his eyes before going in for another hug with Walt. “Thank you, man. Thank you for everything. Ms. Luzon told me everything you did to make this happen.”

“Hey, all I did was talk to people. And I wouldn’t call her that, if I were you. She’ll expect you to call her Kimbra.”

They heard a car pull up outside.

Walt gave Holly another kiss. “That will be some of the troops invading. Let me get the rest of his stuff unloaded from my truck, then we can start celebrating.” He patted Louis on the shoulder. “Decide what you want for dinner before Momma does, or we’re going to have enough food here to feed a small Latin American country by the time she gets done cooking.”

Holly led Louis down to his bedroom. “I kept it the way you had it. I guess that’s kind of silly, but I couldn’t stand to change anything. All I did was dust and wash your sheets and the dirty clothes and stuff.”

“Thanks, sis. I guess I probably need new clothes. I probably won’t fit in much anymore.”

“We’ll take you shopping—”

Louis pointed at her. “You’ll take it easy.” He smiled. “Walt’s right. I’m going to snitch if you do too much. Kimbra said we’ll probably be able to earn money from speaking fees, and maybe even a book deal or something before the lawsuit goes through. I want to take care of you, sis. I want you to be able to quit working and heal.”

“I’m just glad to have you home. You have no idea.” She hugged him again and noticed now he was gentler that he knew about her fibromyalgia, not hugging her as tightly.

“I wish I could have seen Sasha one more time,” he said. “She’s gonna think I disappeared. She was doing so good.”

“Is that the dog you were training?”

“Yeah. She was real skittish when she came in. I had to work a lot more with her than we usually do, but she was doing so good. Best dog I’ve ever trained. Smart, too.”

Holly had a thought, but then Walt brought another two boxes in. “One more trip,” he said. “And Kimbra’s outside, on her cell. I think she’s got more reporters coming to film the homecoming.” He turned and left.

Louis sank onto his bed, Holly sitting next to him. “This doesn’t feel real, you know? You know how many times I dreamed I was home and opened my eyes and I was locked in a cell? I’d talk to a chaplain there every week. Not because I was religious, but just to keep from losing hope, you know?”

She stroked his arm, didn’t want to quit touching him. “You’re home. You’re home, and I’ll be damned if I’m letting you out of my sight for a while.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt was grabbing the last two boxes out of his truck when Momma and Papi pulled into the driveway and parked behind Kimbra’s car, followed immediately by Lynn and Terrie’s group. He ducked past Kimbra, leaning in.

“Hold ’em off for another minute, okay?”

She nodded and turned without skipping a beat in the conversation she was currently having, walking toward the driveway to intercept them.

Walt slowed as he approached the bedroom door, not wanting to interrupt this time any more than necessary. “The troops are approaching,” he joked as he set the boxes down.

“Okay,” Holly said. She wiped at her face. “I need to go put on…” She stared down at what she was wearing. “Wait, I guess I can’t just put on something comfortable.” She let out a heavy sigh.

“Why not, sweetheart?” Walt asked.

“The press. I don’t want them thinking… I don’t know. I just don’t want to look horrible.” She reached up and straightened Louis’ tie. “I don’t want to make him look bad.”

“Go kick your shoes off and take off your jacket, at least,” Walt suggested. “That’ll make you feel better.”

“Yeah.” She’d worn slacks, a blouse, and a blazer over that. “I took over Mom’s bedroom,” she told Louis. “My room’s an office.”

“Office?” He stepped out of his room and looked into the door of what had been her bedroom. “Holy…sis? What is all this?”

“That,” Walt said from behind them, “is how much she loves you. You think that’s a lot, you should have seen the boxes of files and paperwork Kimbra took with her and has at her office.” He kissed Holly. “Go get a little more comfy, sweetie. People are arriving.”

She did.

Louis stood there, still staring.

“I know the two of you need alone time,” Walt softly said. “So if you want me to go home tonight, I will.”

Louis shook his head. “I’m good, man.” But he sounded…in shock.

“You were her life,” he said. “Believe it or not. The whole time you were in, she never stopped fighting for you. Even when she felt horrible, she always put you first. Any time she had energy, or money, it wasn’t for her, it was for you. She even got ripped off by one attorney.”

Louis nodded.

Walt patted him on the shoulder. “I’m going to tell Kimbra it’s okay to let people in. You ready?”

“Yeah.” He seemed to shake himself, then turned. “Thank you,” he said. “Thanks for everything.” He hugged Walt.

“I love her,” Walt said. “Plain and simple. I’m not glad this happened to you guys, but I’m glad that I was in the right place at the right time to be here for you both.”

“Me, too.” His face drew tight, his lips trembling. “I just wish I’d been here at the right time to save Mom.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Momma and Papi had appointed themselves in charge of taking care of Holly’s house and the food and making sure everything was okay there while Kimbra and Walt shuttled the siblings through the first round of interviews. They had time to eat lunch before Walt drove them to Kimbra’s office to be there for the next round of interviews.

Holly didn’t think anyone would really care about what she had to say beyond how happy she was that Louis was finally home.

Boy, was she ever wrong.

As she talked with the reporters, she tried to point their focus back onto Louis, where it belonged, tried to let him answer questions as she sat there holding hands with him.

Maybe he was overwhelmed, she didn’t know. She knew she was overwhelmed and more than grateful when Kimbra stepped in to answer questions on their behalf.

Walt stood in the back of the conference room, always where she could see him, look to him and meet his gaze, his nods of encouragement helping her get through the process.

Eventually, Kimbra wrapped it up and called an end to the interviews. Once the reporters started packing their equipment, Kimbra shuttled Holly, Louis, and Walt into her private office and shut the door behind them.

Kimbra brushed her hair back from her forehead. “Okay. That went well. Expect it to be a little less crazy tomorrow, because those will be one-on-one, not several reporters at once.”

“You’ll be with us, right?” Louis asked, echoing Holly’s sentiments exactly.

“Absolutely.” She hugged him. “I’m not leaving you two alone to face the media.”

“And me,” Walt added. “I’ll be there.”

“Don’t you have to work?” Holly asked.

“I told them I’m taking the week off. I want to be available for both of you.”

Kimbra glanced at the time. “Why don’t you take them on home? I’ll stop by the mall and pick up another couple of shirts for Louis.”

When they walked out to Walt’s truck, Louis wouldn’t let Holly sit in back and insisted she take the front passenger seat.

“Sweetheart,” Walt said, using that tone, “get in the front.”

His tone brooked no resistance and it took everything she had not to reply with the, “Yes, Sir,” that wanted to escape her lips.

“I can’t believe how much has changed,” Louis said as Walt drove them home. “Feels like I’ve been gone forever. I can’t believe I’m not going back to that cell tonight.”

“A lot of people have been fighting for you,” Walt said. “I’m sorry I held back the news about the evidence, but I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

Holly reached over and rested her hand on Walt’s thigh. He laid his over it, stroking the back of her hand with his thumb.

“Kimbra said I should expect to feel pretty emotional right now,” Louis quietly said. “I don’t think that even comes close to how I feel. I didn’t even get to go to Mom’s funeral.”

“I didn’t have one,” Holly told him. “For either of them. All I did was go to a memorial service some of Mom’s friends set up. I had a feeling I wasn’t very welcomed there, though. They thought you were guilty. I stayed for a little bit, then left when they started talking about Jason. They didn’t know the real him.”

“No,” Louis said, sounding angry. “They sure didn’t.”

Other than at the trial, they hadn’t really talked about what Louis had walked into that afternoon. He’d seemed reluctant to burden her with the details. She looked back at him. “He was an adult, Louis. Retired military. And he was drunk. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. Thank god he taught you how to shoot.”

He stared out the window. “I keep thinking how maybe I wasted time at first. I saw you and him struggling when I walked in, and then I saw Mom, but I thought maybe he was fighting whoever had attacked Mom. There was so much blood on your face, I didn’t realize it was you until I saw your watch. I was in shock. I screamed at him, and he looked at me like he didn’t even know me. That’s when I saw the gun on the table and I grabbed it. He dropped you and came for me and I didn’t want to shoot him.”

Louis let out a sniffle. “I begged him to stop. He hit me and tried to grab the gun and I realized I had to shoot him. I smelled the booze on him. I just pulled the trigger and kept pulling until it was empty, and he fell. Then I grabbed the phone and called 911.”

Her brother looked at her. “I heard you moaning so I checked Mom and she had a pulse but she wasn’t moving. There was so much blood on both of you. I was scared, but at least I knew if he was hurt badly enough, he probably couldn’t get up again and come after me. I begged you both not to die.”

She knew some of that from the 911 call tapes, where Louis could be heard sobbing, crying, barely coherent and able to understand the operator as he begged Holly and their mom to open their eyes.

Tears rolled down his cheeks. “The damn cops who showed up didn’t want to believe I was your brother at first. Finally looked at my ID and the pictures in the living room. Assholes. They still handcuffed me even though I begged to go to the hospital with you and Mom. The jerks who questioned me are the ones who told me Mom died. Wanted me to confess to doing it. They shocked me with it. Assholes.

“I told them Jason had to be drunk or crazy or something. That I smelled booze on him. Even the next day, after they found out he’d been fired and realized he had been drunk, they still tried to get me to confess. To say I hurt you and Mom. Threatened to say it was pre-meditated and give me the death penalty unless I confessed to a lesser charge. I told them I wasn’t going to lie and say I hurt you and Mom when I didn’t. And I shot Jason in self-defense. Would love an apology from those bastards.”

She reached back and held her hand out to him, relieved when he finally took hers and gently squeezed. “I always believed you,” she said. “Even when the cops questioned me and tried to get me to say you did it, I told them there was no way you could have done it. That if you said Jason did it, then Jason did it. They didn’t tell me about him getting fired, either. Your attorney did. I didn’t know anything about the court system then. I thought the attorney would show the evidence and you’d be freed. I never thought they’d convict you.”

“Kimbra will make sure all that comes out,” Walt said. “She wants Salazar’s head on a platter. He’ll be lucky if he’s not up on charges by the time she finishes with him. Any cops who engaged in misconduct will be in her sights, too.”

“All I want to do now is get on with our lives,” Louis said. “I want it to be over. I want to take care of Holly. Mom and Dad would want me to do that. I need to get a job.”

“You need to spend some time decompressing first,” Holly said. “You might be taller than me, but you’re still my little brother. And you need to go to school.”

Louis smiled. “At least I can get stuff out of the top cabinets for you now without needing a chair.”

A laugh escaped her. “Yes, you sure can.” That had been a running joke between them. He loved to help her cook, and instead of her getting stuff, he’d jumped to do it, needing to climb onto a chair to reach the top cabinets. “I missed my cooking buddy.”

“I missed you, too, sis.”

They’d been a team, inseparable growing up, and still close even as teenagers and after Holly graduated college and started working.

There’d hardly been a day she hadn’t seen her little brother.

Until that day.

“I’m so glad you’re home, you have no idea,” she said.

“Me, too, sis.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time they returned to Holly’s, there was a veritable feast set out in the kitchen and on the dining room table, the house overflowing with food and Luzon relatives all eager to meet and hug their newest addition.

Even Walt, who was used to the large family, found it slightly overwhelming. He couldn’t believe Holly hadn’t already retreated to her bedroom for a few minutes. At one point he snagged her arm and led her down the hall, closing the door on the celebrations.

“Are you all right?”

She didn’t look all right. She looked like she was in agony. “I’ll be okay.”

“Get your clothes off and lay down on the bed.” He headed for her closet.

“What?”

“You heard me. I’m going to put your TENS unit on you, and you’re going to change into something comfy. You need to decompress or you’re going to be unable to move tomorrow.”

She finally started following his orders. When he returned with her TENS unit kit, he quickly got it positioned and set for her, then helped her pull on one of her soft jersey sundresses. She had to hook the unit onto the front neckline, where it awkwardly hung there.

She stared at it. “Well this is attractive.”

He smiled. “Hey, at least people will think twice before trying to hug you.”

“True.”

When they emerged from the bedroom and rejoined the others, Momma had hooked an arm through Louis’ and was talking with him and one of Kimbra’s sisters.

“Looks like Momma’s got a new son,” Walt murmured in Holly’s ear.

She smiled. “I hope he likes them. This is a lot for him to take in.”

“I think Louis is going to do just fine once the shock wears off and Papi stuffs him full of picadillo and fried plantains.”

 

* * * *

 

Walt was the last one to leave at a little after ten that night. He stayed to make sure everyone else cleared out at a reasonable hour so Holly and Louis could get some rest, and to help clean up, knowing if he didn’t that Holly would wear herself out.

He’d left the choice for him to spend the night up to her. At first, she’d wanted him to, but then she changed her mind.

Not because she didn’t want him there, but she needed alone time with Louis. Walt would return early the next morning to stay with them throughout the day, support them.

Be their steady rock.

She stared at the engagement ring she now wore. Another huge change in her life, another good change.

Now that the hard part was over, all she wanted to do was collapse and cry.

Holly kept walking down to Louis’ room and peeking through the open doorway to check on him.

To make sure he was really there.

To make sure it hadn’t just been a dream, that he was home and free and finally out of that nightmare.

Kimbra warned that there might be some posturing on the part of the state attorney’s office, threats to refile the case, but as more people jumped on the bandwagon about how horrible Salazar was, the chances of the state wanting the additional embarrassment of a retrial dramatically dropped. Especially since Kimbra would argue double jeopardy if they were stupid enough to refile the case, an argument the judge would likely agree with, given the circumstances.

There was also the possibility of them being able to settle the lawsuit much sooner than anticipated, especially since Kimbra wanted to go after the sheriff’s office for their investigation. With that amount of ugly raining down on the county’s head, along with pressure from the media, they’d be eager to settle, Kimbra hoped.

One of Holly’s trips down the hall, Louis looked up and smiled at her. He was thumbing through one of the books. “Thank you, sis.”

She walked in and sat down next to him on the bed. “For what?”

“For not forgetting about me.”

She hugged him. “Never. I love you, and I wasn’t going to stop until I got you out of there. What do you want for dinner tomorrow night?”

He let out a laugh. “I don’t know. I think Momma and Papi left us enough food for a week. You shouldn’t be cooking. Walt’s right, you need to take care of yourself.”

“I didn’t know if maybe you’d want me to make mac ’n cheese or something.”

“Oooh. Mom’s recipe?”

Holly smiled. “Yeah. I can broil us some burgers in the oven.”

He laid his head on her shoulder. “I dreamed about Mom’s food all the time. Is that horrible?”

“Not at all. She was a darn good cook.”

“I missed helping you and her cook.” He lifted his head to look at her, pointing at the TENS unit controller still hanging from the front of her sundress. “Hey, you aren’t going to try to do too much, are you?”

“No, I promise. I’m sure Walt would give me holy hell if I did.”

“Me, too. What time do I have to be up in the morning? Kimbra said there are more interviews.”

“She said she’ll be here by seven, and so will Walt, so we need to be up around six. I’ll set my alarm and come wake you up.”

“I’d kill for a shower right now before bed. A long shower, by myself, where I don’t have to do anything except close my eyes and stand there and enjoy it.”

“Momma bought a bunch of stuff for you and I had her put it in your bathroom.” She patted his arm. “Hey, you don’t even have to share a bathroom with me now. How about that?”

“How come Walt didn’t spend the night?” He reached for her left hand and looked at her engagement ring. “I wouldn’t have minded.”

“He asked me. I told him I wanted you to myself tonight. I didn’t know how overwhelmed you’d be after today. I know I’m pretty overwhelmed, but I can’t imagine what you’re feeling.”

“Relief is at the top of the list. I’m okay with him being here, though. He seems like a good man.”

“We’ll get through this, and I promise you, I’m there for you. Every step of the way.”

“Yeah, but it’s time you start living. Kimbra and Walt told me what you’ve been doing.”

“What have I been doing?” She hoped he didn’t spot how her face was turning pink from the fib. She knew from the heat in her cheeks.

“Trying to focus only on me and not on taking care of yourself.”

“That’s what a good big sister does.”

“Well, I’m home now. It’s time for me to take care of you.” He let out a yawn. “But first I want a shower.”

She carefully stood, hoping she wasn’t wincing as she did. “Enjoy. If you need anything tonight, come get me.”

It was so good to see him smile again, even if he did look exhausted. “I’m not a kid. I’ll be okay.”

“Still, I’ll leave my door open.”

“You go get some rest, sis. You look exhausted.”

“I will.”

Holly left her bedroom door open in case Louis needed anything during the night. Yes, she missed having Walt there, and he’d insisted she call him if she decided she needed him during the night, but she needed this time with Louis and knew her brother would need the decompression time as well.

Kimbra had already found a counsellor willing to work with Louis for free to help him process what he’d been through.

It was now a matter of getting him back into life.

She could never give him back the six years he’d lost, but she’d damn sure do everything in her power to make sure that she helped fill his next few weeks and months—and years—with as much love and support as she could.

She’d also make sure she’d summon every ounce of energy she could to help Kimbra do whatever possible to right the wrongs done to her brother by the legal system.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Louis had been home just over two weeks when Holly, with Walt and Kimbra’s help, arranged a surprise for Louis. It involved a drive, though. So on that Friday morning, they set out from Sarasota.

“Where are we going?” Louis asked as they set out that morning after breakfast.

“It’s a surprise,” Walt told him.

“A good one,” Holly said. “I swear.”

When they pulled up outside the Hardee Correctional Institute, Louis made a disgusted-sounding noise. “What are we doing here? Thought you said this was a good surprise?”

Kimbra was already waiting for them in the parking lot. “It’s good, bro, I promise,” Holly insisted.

Kimbra wasn’t alone. With her stood Marta Williams, one of the civilian dog trainers who helped run the greyhound rehabilitation program. She immediately smiled and walked over for a hug from Louis.

“I always knew you were a good kid,” the older woman told him as she hugged him hard. “I’m so glad they got you released.”

“What’s going on?” Louis asked. “Why are we here?”

“We have a surprise for you,” Kimbra said. “Today’s Sasha’s graduation day.”

“It is? But it’s a Friday. We never do graduations on Fridays.”

“I know,” Marta said. “But we got special permission from the warden to do this today. We wanted you to get to meet her new family, since you never really got a chance to know any of the others.”

Louis wiped at his eyes. “Sis showed me the pics and stuff from the other families. I’ve gotten to e-mail with them and talk to them on the phone. They all seem like good people. I’m glad they went to good homes.”

“Come on,” Marta urged. They checked in, but they were shuttled by staff to a different area of the prison than the visitor area, a small, fenced-in yard separate from the main exercise areas, with a couple of plastic chairs set out for them.

Across the yard, a door opened and a guard and an inmate emerged, the inmate walking a gorgeous female merle greyhound.

Marta walked over to speak with them before the guard and inmate approached.

“You can talk and shake hands with each other,” the guard said, smiling at Louis.

Louis stood and shook with the inmate. “How’s she doing, John?”

The smiling man, who looked to be in his late forties, was heavily tatted along his arms and neck. “She’s been great, kid. It took her a couple of days to settle in with me after you left, lucky guy, but I did what you told me to. I talked to her and read to her and she got used to my voice and me. Ms. Marta said she’s passed all her training now.”

“Good.” Louis reached down and held out his hand to her. Her tail wagged and she sniffed him, licking his hand. Louis dropped to his knees and petted her, his forehead pressed against hers as he softly spoke to her.

Walt’s hand settled on Holly’s and he dropped her a wink.

She’d had such a hard time keeping this secret.

“Where is her new family?” Louis asked Marta.

“Well, see, that’s the thing. We had a special application for her that I couldn’t deny.”

“Who?”

John handed him the leash. “Congrats, dude.”

Louis stared up at him, then at Marta. “No way?”

“Way,” Holly said from where she sat. “I asked if we could adopt her.”

He started crying again, hugging the dog, who seemed to sense this was a good thing and started trying to happily climb all over him.

“And that’s not all,” Kimbra said. “Part two of this surprise is that the families of the other dogs you helped rehabilitate and train will be coming over to your house for a special reunion dinner tonight.”

“Oh my god.” Louis finally climbed to his feet and hugged Marta, then the guard. Then he started to hug the inmate, checking himself before looking to the guard.

The guard glanced around before smiling. “Go ahead.”

Louis hugged him. “Thanks for taking such good care of her.”

“Hey, no problem.” When they parted, John brushed at his eyes. “Send me pics, man. Ms. Marta said it’ll be a couple of weeks before the next round of dogs comes in. Gonna miss her.”

“I will. I promise.”

When they left not long after, the warden himself stopped them before they exited the secure area with Sasha calmly walking on a slack leash at Louis’ side.

“Just wanted to come shake your hand,” the warden said. “I followed the news. I’m glad they got it straightened out.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’ve already talked to Mrs. Williams and told her that if you want to volunteer for her program here as a trainer, I’ll be happy to approve you. You know the guys, you know the dogs, and I feel badly for you that you lost time with your sister. I hope you have a better life from here on out. You deserve it.”

“Thank you for that.”

They returned to the parking lot, Louis focused on Sasha as they walked. Holly kept her arm hooked through Walt’s, leaning on him as she watched her brother with the dog. Her pain was a little high today, but nothing she couldn’t deal with.

Not when she felt this damn good.

“Here’s all her paperwork,” Marta told Louis when they were once again in the parking lot. She handed him a thick envelope. “Including her ownership papers, her shot records, her chip registration info, all of that. Make sure to go online and change her chip info to your name and address.”

“Yes, ma’am. I will. Thank you.” He hugged her again. “Can I really come back and help train the dogs?”

“You sure can. I was so glad when your sister told me what happened. I didn’t want to contact you right away and overwhelm you.”

He stroked Sasha’s head. “She’s a good dog. The best I ever trained.”

“That’s what the other trainers said about her.”

When they were finally in the car and on their way back home with Sasha riding in the back seat with Louis, Walt glanced in the rear view mirror. “You all right?”

“Yeah, man,” Louis said, his voice sounding choked.

When Holly looked, Louis was staring out the window, one hand on Sasha’s head and the other wiping at his eyes.

Walt reached over and patted her thigh. She covered his hand with hers and squeezed.

 

* * * *

 

Walt wouldn’t deny he found himself choking up more than a few times that evening as the families converged on the Olson house with their dogs and kids and food and well-wishes. They had a backyard full of dogs and happy energy that he couldn’t help but be moved by.

“Good times, huh?” Kimbra asked as she walked over, a bottle of gourmet root beer in her hand. It was her favorite, and sometimes hard to come by. Walt had to search three different stores to find it, and bought all six six-packs they’d had, just because he knew she loved it.

Hell, it was the least he could do for her. “Yeah.”

“I wish I got more happy endings like this,” she said.

“I wouldn’t consider it totally happy, considering what they lost to get here. Especially Louis. And the toll it took on Holly’s physical and mental health.”

“But look at what they gained now. All the odds against them, and now they beat them.”

He slowly nodded. “Two against nature.”

“Yeah, if you want to say it like that, sure.”

“Any news on Salazar?”

“He’s out of a job. I was told he got fired yesterday. There’s going to be a hearing in two weeks about disbarring him.”

“You going to be there?”

“The sun rise in the east?” She took a long pull from her bottle. “Damned right I’m gonna be there,” she muttered, her tone turning dark. “Going to do what I can to ruin that son of a bitch’s life. There’s four cases going up before judges next week, more cases where discovery evidence was held back by the prosecution. Every defendant was black, too, with an all-white jury. I’m gonna be there for them. I’m helping the defense attorneys.”

“Sounds like you’re going to be busy.”

“You have no idea.” She tipped her head to the side. “Got a date planned yet?”

“Not yet. Just having my ring on her finger helped calm me down. I can be patient. Right now, Louis needs to be her focus, not me. I can wait.”

“Seems like she’s focused on you, too, no matter what.”

He dropped his voice even further. “Thank you. Not just for this, either.”

“You’re welcome, but I’m not following.”

“Thanks for standing your ground, and for staying my friend, even when you didn’t have to.”

Her expression softened. “Walt, you’re always gonna be family. Even now. I probably never should have gotten married in the first place, but I was still trying to figure myself out. You need someone who needs you. She needs you. I don’t mean in the bad ways, either. They both need you. I don’t need another person. One day, maybe I’ll find someone who I feel like that about, but not right now. I’d rather be doing what I’m doing. You’re a sadist. In a way, I guess I am a masochist, but it’s about my work.”

“You got that right.”

She hugged him. “What’d your family think of Louis when you took him up there to meet them?”

“Mom and Dad welcomed him. I think they were a little nervous, at first, until they saw all the press coverage.”

“And now they have a granddog.”

He laughed. “One baby step at a time.”

She saluted him with her bottle of root beer and took another swallow from it.

 

* * * *

 

Holly knew she’d probably spend the better part of tomorrow in bed after all of today’s excitement.

Worth it.

Totes.

All the pain and fatigue was nothing compared to the light in her brother’s eyes, a light she never thought she’d ever see again.

She suspected Sasha would be sleeping on his bed tonight despite the expensive orthopedic doggy bed Walt had purchased for her.

Hell, as far as Holly was concerned, Sasha could sleep anywhere she damn well pleased as long as Louis was happy.

Amaleeza and Cedro had come over for the party as well, bringing plenty of food with them, in addition to what all the families had brought.

Momma homed in on Holly and gave her a gentle hug. “How he doin’?”

“Emotional in the good way.”

“Good. He looks happy, finally. Glad to see it.” Momma kept an arm around Holly, and Holly left her head tipped over onto the taller woman’s shoulder.

“I think he is happy,” Holly said. “I’m glad all the families said yes to tonight. This is like the whipped cream and cherry on top.” In one corner of the yard, the Sarasota TV station had a cameraman filming the festivities. Everyone had agreed to letting them have the exclusive as long as they didn’t interrupt or get too intrusive.

Kimbra wanted to keep Louis’ name in the news as much as possible over the next couple of weeks, updating the public on his adjustment back into life, the progress he was making. Stories about him that would tug at people’s heartstrings.

What better story than a guy and a dog both given second chances?

Kimbra had warned Holly she’d use her, too, talk about her fibromyalgia as another sympathy factor to keep eyes on the story.

Already, twenty-eight independent researchers had provided Kimbra information on some of Salazar’s past cases, helping point out improprieties that would be looked at more closely by the legal teams.

All because of the publicity this case was receiving.

If using her fibro helped, Holly was all for it.

At least it’d be good for one damn thing in her life.

Later that night, Walt and Louis both put their feet down and insisted Holly go to bed as they, Kimbra, and Momma and Papi cleaned up after everyone left. Holly had finished soaking in the tub and dragged herself into bed when Walt poked his head into the bedroom.

“Can Louis and Sasha come say goodnight?”

“Yeah. I’m decent.” She slept in a long T-shirt, but had the sheet pulled up over her anyway.

Walt opened the door wider, and the dog raced in, nosing Holly’s palm when she held it out to her.

Louis walked in. “Easy, girl,” he said to the dog. “Gentle.”

The greyhound sat, glancing his way before looking at Holly.

“She’s a beautiful dog, bro. You did good with her.”

He petted her head. “Thank you, sis. We pulled up there today and I’ll admit for a moment, I was pretty angry until I saw Ms. Marta.”

“It wouldn’t have been a surprise if I told you.”

He carefully sat on the edge of the bed as Walt walked over. “Thank you for never giving up on me, sis. Thank you for believing in me. I didn’t want to tell you, but I’d really started to think I was never gonna leave that place unless it was in a body bag. I’d started to lose hope.”

“I wasn’t going to quit fighting for you until I was dead. I knew they got it wrong. I just had to keep fighting until someone else realized it.”

He looked up at Walt. “Thank you for taking care of her and making her listen to you about taking care of herself.”

Walt smiled down at her. “Hey, somebody has to out-stubborn her. Might as well be me.”

Louis leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Sleep in tomorrow, okay? I’m going to do the chores. When you wake up, I’ll make breakfast. Believe it or not, I’m enjoying doing chores. If I’d known that when I was a kid, I would have appreciated doing them a lot more back then.”

“If Mom could hear you say that now, she’d faint.”

“Yeah, right?” He sighed. “Would you mind if I started doing something with the backyard?”

“It’s your home, too. Why would I mind?”

“I didn’t know. I just wanted to ask.”

“This is your home, too, not just mine.”

“I don’t mind Walt being here, either,” he said, glancing up at him. “I’m cool with it. And I’m not trying to say I want you to move out. But don’t not move in with him just because you don’t want me to be alone, either. I’m stronger than you think I am, and I know how you are, sis.”

She winced as she sat up to hug him. “I just got you home a couple of weeks ago. I’m not anywhere close to being sick of you yet,” she said. “I might spend some nights over at his house. Honestly?” She didn’t bother trying to fight the tears. “I still want to walk down to your room at night and look to make sure you’re there. I keep worrying that it’s a dream and I’ll wake up and you’re not here.”

“True story,” Walt said. “Several times I’ve had to get up and make her come back to bed.”

“Well, just about every night since I got back I’ve had to pinch myself to remind me I’m really home, so I guess we’re even.” Louis smiled as she sat back. “We’re a pair, huh, sis?”

“Yeah, we’re a pair, all right.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

A month after Louis regained his freedom, and it was a Saturday night. Walt and Holly were going to go to dinner at Sigalo’s, followed by an evening at Venture, then back to his house.

At least, that was the plan as Holly thought she knew it.

But that morning, while Holly watched Louis working outside in the backyard on a flowerbed with Sasha playing with a chew toy in the shade, Walt slipped his arms around Holly’s waist from behind.

“I have a little surprise for you tonight, but I need to talk to you about it first.”

“Why?”

“Because you kind of need to know.”

She turned in his arms, draping hers around his neck. “What?”

She loved his blue eyes and could stare into them forever, it felt like. Just as she was right now.

“We’ve sort of discussed a collaring, but really didn’t decide anything.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you still want to do that?”

She felt her breath catch in her throat and finally nodded. “Yes, Sir,” she said. “I want that.”

“This is something we can do now,” he said. “The wedding can come whenever, but I love you, and even though you’re wearing my ring, I can’t deny that the sadist in me would love to see you wearing my collar. Well, it’s not a collar, but it’s a collar.”

She couldn’t suppress her laugh. “A collar that’s not a collar?”

“I know you have trouble with things around your neck,” he said. “So I had this made.” He pulled a satin bag from the pocket of his shorts and withdrew a beautiful, delicate stainless steel chainmaille bracelet from it. “I had it custom-made for you by Rebecca.”

“It’s beautiful!”

“Even better than a collar, because you can wear it all the time and not have to worry about what people think. But I have…conditions.”

She nodded and reached out to stroke the bracelet’s weave with her finger.

“We pretty much do this already, but if we hold a collaring, they’ll be formal and required now. All the stuff we’ve already discussed and agreed to applies. You will listen to me when it comes to taking care of yourself. You’re going to be completely honest with me about how you’re feeling, and your pain levels, and if anything I’m doing hurts you in the bad way. And you’re going to quit working where you are now and stay home. You can work helping Louis with managing his schedule, or doing something less stressful, but that job you’re at is going to kill you with stress.”

“How will I pay my bills?”

“I’m going to pay them. I already talked to Louis about this part, too. He’s going to take over paying the household bills around here with the money he’s got coming in. He agrees he wants you to take it easy.”

“So I’m outnumbered, is what you’re saying?”

“Yep.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Fair warning, we won’t get married unless this is hammered out already. I love you, and I’m not going to let you drive yourself into the ground. Not when I can take care of you. Can you trust me enough to fully let go to me?”

It scared her, but in a way…it also felt freeing.

If she couldn’t trust Walt after all he’d done for her and Louis, when would trust kick in?

“Yes, Sir,” she said.

He stroked her cheek. “Good girl. Then we can have the collaring tonight at the club.”

“But…wait. What about the rest of your conditions?”

“Those were them.”

“That’s it?”

He grinned. “Want me to toss in ‘panties are a privilege not a right’ as a condition?”

“No, I’m serious. That’s all?”

He tucked the bracelet back into the bag and returned it to his pocket. Then he gently gathered her hands in his and held them against his chest the way she loved.

“That’s it, sweetheart. I’ll never cheat on you, and that’s a given I expect in return. If I want to play with Tory, or anyone else, I will ask you first. If you say no, I won’t play with them. You are my priority, and everything I do will be to the end of taking care of you. Every rule I have, other than the no cheating and no lying, all boil down to one thing—taking care of you. I don’t see what’s so complicated about this.”

“But…” She struggled to comprehend the simplicity of it. “Shouldn’t there be more rules than that?”

“Who makes the rules?”

“You do, Sir.”

“Do you have a problem with the rules as I’ve laid them out? And yes, you can always safeword.”

“No, Sir, I don’t have a problem with them. It’s just…not exactly what I expected.”

“I only make as many rules as I want,” he said. “And I want to keep it simple.” He kissed her. “I don’t need a lot of rules. If you want me to state it all Domly and shit, then how about this: Your rule above all else is that in everything you do, you always take care of my property first, meaning you. Period.”

“I just…it seems too easy.”

“I want it to be easy. I could come up with a thousand complicated rituals and protocols that I’ll damn sure never remember. Even if I did, one fibro flare will toss them out the window because you’re in pain. I’m a sadist, not an asshole. My number one priority as your Owner or Dominant or Master or whatever title you want me to have is that I take care of you. That’s my rule. So any and all rules I give you will always circle around to that one key point. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir. I love you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.” He gently drew her into his arms. “That’s why I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

 

* * * *

 

After dinner, when they went to the club, Holly knew Walt must have told their friends what he had planned, because as everyone arrived, they gathered in the social area, where he was sitting with Holly in his lap.

Lynn, Paul, Terrie, and Mark had all come out tonight, too.

Loren called for everyone’s attention. “Walt asked for a few minutes to take care of a little business. In case everyone didn’t know, he put a ring on it, even if they haven’t set a date yet. But now he wants to make things official in our way.”

Walt helped Holly stand, then he stood and slid the chair away from the table and had her sit in it.

With his hand resting on her shoulder, he addressed everyone. “Some of you know how we met and some of the other circumstances we’ve been dealing with for the past several months. We can’t begin to tell you how much your love and support has meant to us. Finally, a painful chapter has been closed, and now we’re able to focus on our future together, and focus on helping her brother heal from what he went through.”

She reached up and curled her fingers around his hand, tearing up as his voice choked.

“There are a couple of you who’ve requested to remain anonymous, but you know who you are, who played a key role in finally allowing justice to be served. And for that, we owe you a debt we can never repay, as well as our eternal love and friendship. You helped bring our family back together.”

She squeezed his hand, sniffling back her own tears and glancing down when she felt someone pressing a tissue into her other hand. Loren gave her a smile and backed away with the box in her hand.

Walt paused for a moment. “When I met Holly, I’d honestly hit a point in my life where I’d pretty much accepted this was it. I had friends, I had play partners, I had an extended family who loved and welcomed me, but I didn’t have a life partner. I didn’t have someone who I could love and take care of and be there for.” He looked down at her. “Then I had to convince her that a sadist means many things, not just one thing.”

She laughed, giving him a smile, his blue eyes staring down into hers.

“She loves me, and I want to spend the rest of my life with her, waking up with her every day, going to bed with her every night.” He had to let go of her hand to pull the pouch out of his pocket and take the bracelet out. “This is her collar, even though she’ll wear it on her wrist. She physically can’t wear a collar, but a collar around someone’s neck doesn’t mean anything if they’re not collared in their heart and soul to their Dominant or Owner or Master. So I don’t care that it’s on her wrist. Because I can see her collar in the way she serves me every day, in every look she gives me, in the trust she’s placed in me.”

He fastened it around her right wrist, then cupped her hand in his and stared down at her. “In front of all our friends, will you please consent to be my slave?”

She nodded. “I’m proud to be your slave, Sir.”

Everyone broke into applause as he helped her to her feet and kissed her, fisting her hair and tipping her back, just a little, his arms supporting her.

She didn’t panic, knowing he’d never let her go.

 

* * * *

 

They didn’t stay at the club very late. They returned to Walt’s house, where he soon had her naked on her back on a towel on the bed, the TENS unit already cranked up.

He held up a tube of lube and a condom. “Someone’s ass is getting fucked tonight, baby. My ass. Eh, by my ass, I mean your ass.”

Her heart raced even as she grinned. “Yes, Sir. This ass.”

“Exactly. Thank you. That’s what I meant.” He pulled on a glove he’d also brought out and slowly started lubing and loosening her rim. He’d spent weeks working her up to the largest butt plug, and knew she could take it.

Meanwhile, he had a vibrating egg happily humming away on low inside her pussy, the remote control on the bed next to the TENS unit controller.

And her arms were clipped over her head, in the padded cuffs.

Subspace didn’t have to call very loud or long for her to deeply dive into it and start floating around. Had she worried she wasn’t enough to keep him happy?

What an idiot she’d been not to believe him in the beginning.

He took great pleasure in all the little tortures he could do, ones that usually had the added bonus of helping her on the back end in terms of pain management. She’d actually been able to back off one of her medications to half the dose, her pain levels were so consistently low now. Her doctor said it was probably a combination of the stress reduction of having Louis home as well as the “alternative medicine” treatments she was using, but Holly knew the simple truth—a large chunk of it was Walt and the rapport and trust they had.

After he had her loosened up, he stripped off the glove before rolling the condom down his shaft and slathering it with lube. “Ready, baby?”

“Yes, Sir. Please fuck me!”

He increased the TENS unit setting, making her wince until he bumped up the vibrator’s setting, making her moan.

Pressing the head of his cock against her rim, he slowly worked it forward, torturously slow, occasionally reaching down to play with her clit with his fingers as he did.

Overload. Pure, sweet, lovely overload. She writhed, helpless and enjoying it and knowing he was enjoying it even more than she was, if that was possible.

Oh, was it ever.

The sadist finally bottomed out inside her before he picked up the TENS unit and bumped it up again, making her grit her teeth against the stinging pain before he turned the vibrator up to full.

And she crashed, hard, sweet, and deep. Her ass clamped down around his cock, drawing a moan from him, too, even as she was coming.

“Good girl,” he said. “You keep doing that and I won’t be able to hold out long.”

In fact, he started moving, fucking her, picking up the pace hard and fast until he was groaning in relief and fumbling for the controllers to shut the vibrator and TENS unit off.

Kneeling there between her legs, braced with one arm, he started chuckling.

She was still trying to catch her breath. “What, Sir?”

He kissed her. “You damn near squeezed my cock off. I’ll have to remember that particular combination of sensory overload.”

“It felt good, Sir.”

He leaned in and nibbled on her lower lip. “You sure you want to put up with me for life?”

She grinned. “Too late. You broke it, you bought it.”

That made him laugh. “Broke it?”

“Well, fixed it. Trained it. Trained me. And I fell in love with you, so there’s that.”

“Love you, too, sweetheart.”

After cleaning up and returning to bed, he cuddled her against him. “Ooh, by the way, keep an eye out for an Amazon order tomorrow at your house.”

“Why? What is it?”

“I picked up a few things for Sasha.”

“Like what?”

“Just…stuff.”

“What stuff?”

He sighed. “A few toys, a new collar, and an adorable doggy tutu.”

She giggled. “Seriously?”

“It was being worn by a greyhound in the picture. I had to buy it. I can’t have another dog looking better than her, can I?”

She snorted. “Oh, boy.”

“What?”

She sighed. “Nothing. You’re adorable, Sir. I’m sure Louis will think it’s cute, too.”

“You don’t think he’ll be mad that I bought her stuff, will he?”

“No, Sir. I think he’ll think it’s adorable, too.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Seven weeks after Louis’ homecoming, Holly sat in a camp chair on the Luzons’ screened lanai as a ceiling fan gently blew cool air onto her in the slightly muggy evening. In the backyard, Louis, Walt, and Cedro Luzon were trying to assemble a new propane grill. Sasha lay in the grass nearby, a chew toy in her mouth as she happily worked on it.

Behind Holly, the sliding glass doors slid open and closed again.

“Lord, please don’t let those men set fire to Momma’s azalea bushes. She’ll skin ’em all.” Kimbra held out a cold glass of ice water for Holly.

“Thanks.” She took the glass and Kimbra settled into the chair next to Holly. “They are reading the instructions, if that means anything.”

“There’s a first time for everything.” Kimbra sipped from her bottle of root beer. “Yo, Papi,” she called out. “Momma can always broil the burgers in the oven.”

He waggled a finger at her through the screen as Kimbra softly cackled.

“Is your mom really okay with me and Walt?” Holly asked.

Kimbra reached over and laced fingers with her but didn’t squeeze. “Yeah. You and Louis done been adopted by my whole family, girl. You realize that, right?”

Holly looked at her. “You have no idea how thankful I am to you.”

“Lynn gets a huge chunk of the credit. Weren’t for her, we couldn’t have gotten the testing done. Not as fast, that’s for sure. Not all the evidence at once.”

“But if it hadn’t been for you, she might not have offered to pay for the DNA testing. You convinced her. You’re the one who found the evidence in the first place.”

“I did my job.” With her other hand, Kimbra lifted the bottle to her lips again and took another sip. “Makin’ a difference. That’s what I wanted to do when I got my law degree. Most days, it doesn’t feel like it. I know a lot of the people I represent are guilty. I’m lucky when I can get some of them to take plea deals. Then there are clients like Louis, where I know it’s all been worth it. Where I know what I did was good, and right, and powerful.”

“I feel like I hit the lottery. After fighting so hard for so long, it doesn’t feel real.”

“Relax and enjoy, girl.” Kimbra lightly patted the back of Holly’s hand before releasing her. “I’m glad the two of you found each other for a bunch of reasons. He’s been lonely for a long time. I won’t deny I’ve felt sort of guilty about that.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t put my foot down sooner. There were a few times, early on, where we fooled around after we got divorced. I knew I’d never get back together with him, and I should have stood my ground. I’m afraid I might have given him false hope by doing that. But now he’s got you, and you’re good for him. I want to see him move on with his life with someone good for him.”

“I think he’s better for me than I am for him.”

“Don’t be too sure about that. This is the most I’ve seen him smile in a long time. And that’s a mighty pretty ring on your finger. Not to mention that bracelet.” She smiled as Holly glanced at her left hand, at the engagement ring.

Of course Kimbra knew what the bracelet signified. She knew about that side of their relationship.

If it were up to Walt, they’d get married in a huge ceremony with the whole Luzon family and all their friends there.

All Holly wanted was something simple, just them, Louis, Walt’s parents, Kimbra and her family, and a couple of their closest friends. “Wait. You’re a notary, aren’t you?” Holly asked.

“Yeah, why?”

Holly hoped Loren wouldn’t have her feelings hurt that Holly didn’t ask her, but had a feeling her friend would understand, considering the circumstances. “Would it be horrible of me to ask you to perform the ceremony for us?”

Kimbra sat up and turned to her. “Marry you two?”

Holly nodded.

Kimbra let out a squee and nearly spilled her root beer as she leaned in to hug Holly. “Of course I’ll do that for you! Oh, my god! That’s awesome!”

Walt, Louis, and Papi all looked over. “What?” Walt asked.

Holly pointed at Kimbra. “I know who’s going to officiate our ceremony.” It was hard to remember not to call him “Sir” in front of Kimbra’s family.

She’d already had a short and mutually uncomfortable talk with Louis about her relationship with Walt. She didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings about what was going on.

Fortunately, Louis was more than willing to look the other way, as long as she was happy and it was consensual. Once she’d told him the lengths Walt had been willing to go to try to get the DNA testing accomplished, Louis had shed any and all possible doubts he might have considered having about the man.

Louis was also enrolled in college. He’d been planning on accepting Papi’s offer to be an electrician when a civil rights non-profit offered him a full college scholarship if he’d get a law degree.

Kimbra was tickled that he’d be attending her alma mater, starting in three weeks.

He also had a job awaiting him in her office, first as a part-time paralegal while he went to school, then later once he graduated.

Not just Walt, but Louis and Kimbra—and most of the Luzon family—had put their collective feet down about Holly working. She’d finally quit her job and was helping manage Louis’ schedule, as well as helping him work on the book he’d contracted to write about his experience. The six-figure advance he’d been offered by the publisher would supplement the speaking fees Louis and Holly were already collecting, as well as the donations people had spontaneously sent.

Holly was funneling most of those latter contributions into the non-profit Kimbra worked with, to hopefully help other people like Louis, and their families, seek justice. A few of the contributions she’d sent to the greyhound rescue group.

But with all of that, and the lawsuit Kimbra was filing on his behalf, they could get by for now.

Plus, Holly would be moving into Walt’s, eventually. She couldn’t bring herself to leave the house yet, not with Louis home. At least Louis would have a home of his own, once it was paid off with the proceeds from the lawsuit. And Holly and Walt had helped him get his driver’s license, as well as bought him a decent used car so he could reclaim his independence.

Fortunately, Louis didn’t mind that Walt spent every night at their house, other than the occasional night that Holly and Walt went back to Walt’s place for the evening. Every night was family night, the three of them eating dinner together, Kimbra frequently joining them, sometimes coming over to the Luzon house like this for dinner. It’d cut into Walt and Holly’s kinky time at home, but Walt didn’t seem to mind and Holly knew she loved him even more for that.

But Louis had made the mistake of mentioning to Momma yesterday how he’d missed family backyard grill-outs. She’d immediately ordered Papi to go out and buy a new gas grill to replace their decrepit old charcoal grill that they rarely used because it was a pain in the butt.

The new grill the three men were now trying to assemble.

“I can’t believe Papi bought a new grill,” Holly said. “I feel kind of bad about that.”

“Don’t. Momma’s been wanting a new one. This gave her the perfect excuse to guilt Papi into spending the money. He wanted to buy another cheap charcoal grill, which Momma hates with a passion.”

Sasha picked up her chew toy and walked through the propped-open lanai door to drop it in Holly’s lap. She laughed as she loved up on the greyhound.

“How spoiled is she now?” Kimbra asked.

“Walt placed another Amazon order yesterday for doggy Halloween costumes. She’s going to be a ballerina, a spider, and a cheerleader when kids come to the door for trick or treat. I think there were a few more he wanted to get for her, too.” Halloween was still a couple of months away, but even Holly was looking forward to it.

The past six years, she’d kept the lights turned off, the door locked, and never answered even if someone did knock. It’d been too painful a reminder from the happier years when she and Louis would dress up and hand out candy together.

“What are you going to be?” Kimbra teased.

“Whatever Walt picks out for me,” she said. “I told him as long as it wasn’t indecent for kids to see me in, I’d wear it. I swear he’s having a ball with this. I can only imagine what he’s going to do for Christmas.”

“You realize why he’s spoiling that dog to death, right?”

Holly slowly nodded. “Yeah.” She tossed the chew toy across the lanai for Sasha to retrieve.

“Well?”

“We’ve talked about it. I want to get settled in first. I’m also not sure how that would work with my fibro. Once we’re married, I can talk to my doctors about stuff. Walt told me that if I have to choose between taking my medications and supplements and stuff or having kids, we’ll drop the discussion. He doesn’t want me in pain. I finally got him to agree that it’d be a mutual decision, though. I know he’d never force me to get pregnant, but I think I finally managed to get it through his skull that it wasn’t fair of him to unilaterally decide I shouldn’t get pregnant, either.”

“He’s always wanted kids. I told him from the start I didn’t. I know it hurt him, but I wasn’t changing my mind. I think he kind of blocked that out, thought maybe love would make me eventually change my mind, or that just me would be enough for him. I love kids, and I don’t mind being an auntie, but I don’t have time for kids of my own. If that makes me selfish, I’ll own it. I don’t want any of my own.”

Sasha brought Kimbra the toy, and she threw it for the greyhound.

“I told him I’d like the wedding to happen first,” Holly said. “Not because I want to be traditional, but because of the stress. I need to tick things off in order. And we’ve only been together a few months. It doesn’t need to be decided right now.”

“You never saw yourself having kids before, did you?”

“No. I mean, a long time ago, yeah. Before…everything. Then my life became focused on Louis and his case, outside of making it through every day. Now…I mean, good problem to have, but still trying to wrap my head around it. Walt promises that if we end up not having kids, he’ll be okay with that. I’m not going to rule it out.”

“Funny how things work out, idn’t? The two loners end up together and happy.”

“Yeah. Two against nature, beating the odds.”

Kimbra grinned. “Momma gonna be pestering you for grandbabies.” She smiled and tipped her bottle toward Holly in a salute. “Better you than me, girlfriend.”

The men finally finished assembling the grill and locked Sasha safely on the lanai and out of their way while they lit it.

“Momma!” Cedro called out. “Bring the burgers.”

“Oooh, no 911 call needed,” Kimbra softly teased so the men couldn’t hear. “Score one for Papi.”

Walt broke away from the grill corps and joined Holly and Kimbra on the lanai while Momma hustled out with a large plate of burgers ready to grill.

“See? No hoses needed.”

Kimbra offered him a fist bump. “Good job, Fingers.”

“So you’re going to marry us off, huh?” he asked.

“If you don’t mind it. Your girl here is the one who asked.”

Walt grinned, picking up the double-entendre. “Well, what my girl wants, my girl gets.” He leaned in and kissed Holly, triggering another round of laughter from Kimbra.

“You two are fricking adorable. Might as well let Momma make the wedding plans. Have you told your parents yet?”

“Yes, and they’re happy for us,” he said. “Guess we’re not having the wedding at Venture, though.”

Kimbra snorted. “Ya think?”

“Think I can talk Momma into just letting us have it here in their backyard?” Holly asked.

“I think if you sweet-talk her and let her make the plans,” Kimbra said, “you could get her to agree to dang near anything.”

“What do you think?” Holly asked Walt.

He smiled. “I think that’s a great idea. Anything that gets me closer to spending the rest of my life with you, I’m all for it.”

Kimbra held up her bottle of root beer. “Amen, buddy.” She leaned in toward Holly. “Did I tell you he is pretty smart…for a guy?”

Holly laughed. “I’m getting that impression, yeah.”

Walt smirked at Kimbra and fingerspelled something, which made Kimbra roar with laughter.

“What’d he say?” Holly asked.

“He just told me where I could go.” Kimbra grinned. “Would’ve been easier to flip me a bird, Fingers.”

“Last time I did that, Momma nearly killed me.”

“Ooh, I forgot about that. Yeah, she is pretty strict about that kind of stuff.” Kimbra leaned over and kissed Holly’s cheek before standing. “You can have my seat, Fingers. I’m gonna help Papi and Louis with the burgers.” She gave him a peck on the cheek before leaving the lanai.

Walt settled in next to Holly. “Happy?”

“You have no idea, Sir,” she softly said, staring into his blue eyes.

“Oh, I think I do.”

She leaned in for a kiss from him. “So does this mean the two of us beat nature?”

He smiled. “I’d say we’re ahead of the game, yeah.”

“I think I’d like to spend the night at your house tonight.”

“Why’s that?”

She crooked a finger at him so he’d lean in. Whispering in his ear, she said, “Because there’s a certain someone who’d like to make some noises tonight, Sir.”

His blue gaze twinkled. “I think we can arrange that, sweetheart.”

 

 

THE END
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