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Returning to Florida means reunions with old friends and getting involved with kinky locals in the Suncoast Society. Except she doesn’t expect to run into her old high-school teacher, Elvin. She definitely didn’t expect him to look so…haaawwtt.
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Chapter One
 
“Sorry it’s not bigger, Meri.”
“It’s wonderful. Seriously.” Meredith turned and hugged Ron. “I really appreciate this.”
Meredith Dutton never thought she’d be about to celebrate turning forty by moving in with her little brother.
She also never thought it’d be because she’d lost her job eight months earlier due to a massive corporate downsizing after the data analysis company she’d worked for was bought out, and she had been unable to find a new job since then.
Or that her retirement account, savings, and severance package would be wiped out because of a breast cancer diagnosis shortly thereafter, including a double mastectomy and treatments, which had also impacted her ability to work.
“You know there’s no way in hell I’d let you be homeless,” Ron said. “I know you’d do the same for me. I’m just glad you finally quit fighting me about it.”
“You showed up at my front door with a moving truck and boxes. Like I was going to argue at that point.” She rested her head on his chest. “I feel like a failure.”
He made her look up at him. “You’re not a failure.” He’d ended up with the tall genes, and at six-four he was thirteen inches taller than her, even though he was four years younger. He surveyed the bedroom, in which stacked boxes filled most of the spare floor space around her bed and dresser. His garage was now crammed with everything that they couldn’t fit inside his small three-two house.
“You’re stubborn, but that, unfortunately, runs in our family. Mom and Dad proved that,” he added in a dark mutter.
She squeezed him in a crushing hug. “Don’t think about them today, please? I think we need to chill out, call in a couple of pizzas, and drink the growler of mead in your fridge that you promised me.”
“Deal.” He fist-bumped her. “Showers first.”
She snorted. “Deal.”
They retreated to their respective bathrooms, his the en suite master bath, hers the guest bath across the hall from what was now her bedroom. Ron had pre-arranged for a group of his friends to help them unload today. She wasn’t sure how he got them to show up on a Friday during the day, but may his heathen gods bless him, her brother was crafty and persuasive.
The two of them had arrived at Ron’s late last night from St. Louis. She’d slept on Ron’s couch despite him trying to get her to take his bed and him the couch. His friends had just left a few minutes earlier.
Being back in Sarasota felt…strange.
Unreal.
Surreal.
At least one part of her life was finally firmly anchored again. Being homeless wasn’t a concern. Even the sting of being broke had eased somewhat. Hell, if all she could find was a fast-food job, she’d take it, if they’d hire her. Something to be earning money and, hopefully, get on an insurance plan again.
Twenty minutes later, she’d finished her shower, called in the pizzas, and was trying not to cry when she stood in Ron’s dining room and stared at the piles of boxes stacked there, too.
Her life.
Her whole damn life.
A full-circle kind of journey. Not back to her childhood home, not exactly. Her hometown, her brother—all that was sort of left of her family.
He rejoined her there. “That looks like a sad face. I thought I banned sad faces?”
She let him pull her in for another hug. At least she didn’t feel weird or self-conscious about hugging him. “I’m trying not to. It’s all finally…sinking in.”
“I know, sis.” He sighed. “Still wish you would have let me pay your ex a visit.”
“No. He’s not worth you going to jail for.”
She had no doubts Ron would have landed in jail, too, when she remembered the anger in his voice that morning on the phone, when she’d finally confessed to him everything that happened.
Everything she’d been undergoing—and had kept secret from him—since her cancer diagnosis.
They ended up in the kitchen, where Ron retrieved the sixty-four ounce growler of mead from the fridge and grabbed two coffee mugs from the cabinet.
She arched an eyebrow. “Coffee mugs?”
He handed her one. “Yeah. Harder to spill when you get shit-faced. Tomorrow’s Saturday, meaning I can sleep in.”
She giggled. “Love your logic, bro.” She held her mug out while he filled it, then his.
After returning the growler to the fridge, he held up his mug in a toast. “To the Dutton kids. May they find love, may they kick ass, and may they prove their homophobic parents wrong. Skål.”
She gently clinked mugs with him. “Skål.” They took a drink and she sighed in contentment as the sweet, strong mead slid over her tongue. “When do I finally get to see you shield fighting in person?”
“We’re taking a couple of months off. Everyone has to recover from BARF and deal with end of the school year stuff. Plus we’re coming up on summer and it’s fucking hot.”
“Eh, BARF?”
“Bay Area Renaissance Festival. Up in Tampa. We already had the Sarasota one. Everyone’s kind of worn out. We’ll only have a few events here and there until May, then start again after school lets out.”
“I thought you had regular get-togethers?”
“We do, but just social stuff.” He grinned. “Having one next Wednesday. You can come with me and be my designated driver so I can actually enjoy mead there and not have to buy another growler.”
“Oh, you’ll still buy another growler. This shit’s amazing.”
Fortunately, they weren’t totally sloshed by the time their pizzas arrived. They spread out on his couch with the pizza boxes open on the coffee table and chilled in front of the TV.
It felt good to be with him again. Yeah, he was almost four years younger than her, but they’d always been close as kids, and had stayed that way as adults.
Which turned out to be fortuitous when they realized they had a common enemy.
“So…have you heard anything from them lately?” she finally asked.
“She sent me a birthday card. Well, I’m assuming it was meant to be a birthday card. It arrived the day before my birthday, but had a bible verse printed on the outside about repenting. She wrote some garbage on the inside that she loved me even if I was a ‘sinner,’ and she wished I would ‘turn straight’ again before I go to hell.”
“Grrrr.”
“And that’s why I didn’t tell you when I received it.” He took another bite of pizza. “I knew you were going through enough as it was. I didn’t want you to add the stress of a screaming match with Mom on top of it.”
She held her mug in both hands as she lifted it to her lips. “I might not have gotten into a screaming match with her.”
He arched an eyebrow at her.
“Not a loud one.”
Ron snorted. “I know you.”
She took another sip of mead. It really was good stuff. “She’d deserve it.”
“I’ve decided not to let it bother me.”
Now it was her turn to arch an eyebrow at him.
“Much,” he clarified. “It’s their problem, not mine. I have friends, I have a good job, and now I have my big sis back.”
“You never lost me.”
“I meant here. Calling or FaceTiming with you every day isn’t the same as having your face here, with me, every day.”
“I’ll try to get out of your hair as fast as possible.”
“Nope. I want you living here.”
“I’m going to cramp your style, won’t I?”
“I’m single, soooo no. Not exactly worried about it right now. I’m more worried about you.”
Her face heated, and it wasn’t from the mead hitting her. “I’m the older one. I should be taking care of you.”
“Had you kept me in the loop and not lied to me about how bad things were, your ass would have been moved here months ago.”
“I didn’t lie, exactly.”
Serve: Ron. His eyebrows slid up. “Reeeeaaally?”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Okay, so I concealed a few things. I didn’t want you to worry.”
“How’d that work out for you?”
She set down her mug and picked up her slice of pizza. “At least I didn’t have to resort to a short sale on the condo. Paid off the mortgage and my credit cards and didn’t totally fuck my credit.”
Left her with only three grand to her name. Paying her medical bills had totally wiped her out. The only bright spot was that, so far, her credit was still intact. But without a job, she wouldn’t have been able to get another place in St. Louis. It was only when she’d broken down crying during a phone call one morning last week as she talked to Ron about how she needed to start packing her condo that he’d finally ordered her to tell him everything.
And then he’d taken over from there.
She hadn’t believed he was really going to show up in St. Louis to save her ass.
Again.
Then he’d shown up in St. Louis, that night, a week before her deadline to move out of her condo following the sale. He flew in, rented a truck, showed up with the truck, boxes, and other moving supplies, helped her pack, loaded the truck, and then, less than two days later, she was looking at the Arch one last time in her rearview mirror as she followed him down the Interstate in her car as he drove the moving truck.
“I want you to take the day off tomorrow,” he said. “Seriously. Let’s go over to the beach or something.”
She waved a hand toward his dining room area. “I need to unpack. Plus, I don’t want to hit the beach on a Saturday. Are you crazy? It’ll be nuts.”
“It can wait. You need to let out some stress. Take your time. Relax.”
“I could relax a lot easier if I wasn’t living out of boxes. I mean, some of my stuff will stay packed. Like the kitchen stuff. But I want to get everything organized.”
“Not going to convince you, am I?”
She shook her head. “Nope. I even plan to spend about three hours tomorrow afternoon working on my job search.”
“You did get the memo that I’m an independent adult and paying my bills on my own, right? If you can’t chip in, it’s okay. Seriously. I’d rather you take time to recover.”
She struggled against the dark cloud wanting to consume her thoughts. “I’m kind of beyond that point, but thanks anyway. Until I can get another job, everything else is moot. Relaxing won’t even be an option until I get some sort of paying job.”
Right now, she had just enough money left to transfer her car registration to Florida, pay her car insurance and cell bill for the next couple of months…and that was about it. If Ron hadn’t shown up with the moving truck and supplies, she would have been totally hosed.
She’d honestly been thinking about how to manage living out of the storage unit she would have had to get to put her things in.
“We need to plan your birthday party,” he said.
Surely she hadn’t heard him right. “Say whut?”
“Birthday. Party. Yours. What don’t you get?”
“I don’t want a party.”
“You’re getting one anyway.” He smiled. “Publix caaaaaake. With buttercream frosting. How long’s it been since you had one of those?”
“Damn you, knowing my biggest weakness.” She held up the mug of mead. “And creating another one for me.”
“I’ve already reached out to a few people.”
“Like who?”
“Oh…Rusty and Eliza. Darryl and Grant and Susie. People like that.”
“They still live around here?”
“Yes, they do.” The mischievous grin he wore meant trouble and she knew it.
Her gaze narrowed as she studied him. “What’d you do?”
“Never you mind.” He nodded. “Finish your pizza and mead. Let little bro handle everything else.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
 
* * * *
 
Meredith was pretty shit-faced when she finally went to bed that night. At least it was her bed, even if it wasn’t her house.
No matter what Ron said, she didn’t want to mooch off him.
Sleep, however, wasn’t soon in coming, despite her exhaustion.
Even though it happened months earlier, Peter’s voice still rang hollowly in her memory.
The sound of him “gently” letting her down, telling her it was fun while they lasted.
And hey, didn’t he get brownie points for not being an asshole and dumping her before her surgery? He’d waited a couple of days, until after she’d been discharged. He’d driven her home that morning and did it then.
After three years with him, he all but came right out and said he should be praised for being honest with her that he wasn’t attracted to her now.
Fucker.
It was for this very reason, the rage that started to simmer inside her, that she had deleted his contact information from her phone.
Too tempting to let the rage have voice and unleash it on him.
Too satisfying to imagine calling him out, telling him what a fucking doucheball he was for dumping her just because he was uncomfortable with her body post-surgery.
Too angry at herself for being suckered by him for so long, for thinking he was a nice guy.
That maybe he loved her the way she’d loved him.
For maybe thinking she’d finally found her personal landing pad, her safe harbor.
The truth was, the only people she could trust were herself and Ron, and she wasn’t even really sure about herself anymore.
Especially since she couldn’t even support herself now.
This was supposed to be the best part of my life. Good job, good place to live, a relationship.
Hell, even sleeping was different now, because at first she’d had to watch how she laid due to the pain. Then, as that eased, she realized how…awkward it felt sleeping.
How weird it felt walking around, even in the shower, without having to wear a bra, if she didn’t want to.
Yeah, she could wear a padded bra in some cases, but as she’d packed her corsets that no longer fit the way they should, she’d tried to hide her tears from Ron.
She didn’t feel like…her anymore.
And how the hell do I get that back?
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
“Any questions?” Elvin Wynn looked up from the laptop he’d been using to run the PowerPoint lesson on sentence diagramming for his sixth-grade English class that Friday afternoon only to find a sea of blank faces staring back at him.
“Is that a good silence, or do we need to go through all of that again?”
Finally, one of the girls in the back of the room tentatively eased her hand shoulder-high.
“Yes, Cayley?”
“Why do we need to learn this, Mister Dub?” That’d become his nickname to his students, and he didn’t mind it—Dub, short for W. He’d picked it up early in his teaching career, and now it was a given.
He stood, a dry-erase marker in his hand so he could quickly write another sentence on the whiteboard. “Glad you asked. It’s sort of archaic now, but even if you don’t remember this in twenty years, it will help you in the long run…”
By the end of their class period, they were finally starting to get the hang of it. No, they likely wouldn’t use any of it later on, but the underlying knowledge of proper sentence structure would allow them to be stronger writers when it came time to create their essays for college applications.
That wasn’t a bad thing.
At least his next class would be easier, seventh-grade American literature. They were currently working through The Great Gatsby. It was one of his favorites, rife with symbolism the students could easily grasp and understand before they moved on to more complex works.
He didn’t even begrudge them watching the remake of the movie. Anything to get them reading and involved in the text, exploring it. Analyzing it, as well as enjoying it as art at the same time.
And since many of the students in that class had survived his sixth-grade English class, the essays they’d write about the book would probably be well-constructed.
He could hope.
The bell rang and as everyone filed out, he cleared the presentation and queued up the next one.
“Hey, Wynn, got a minute?”
He looked up at the sound of Jackson Crowder’s voice. A fellow teacher at Sorrellson Academy, Jackson was also head of the Development and Expansion Committee. While the students called Elvin Mister Dub, most of his fellow teachers and staff called him Wynn, especially the ones he’d taught with in the county school system. It’d been his nickname since middle school, even though it was his last name.
“What’s up?”
Jackson tipped his head toward the door to the English teachers’ office two doors down, his meaning clear.
Elvin followed him. Once the door was safely shut behind them, meaning no students to overhear, Elvin asked, “What’s going on?”
“You have Bobbie Jones in your third-period class, don’t you?”
He mentally rifled through his class list. “Yeah?”
“You having any problems with him lately?”
Elvin started to say no, then ran a hand over his shaved scalp. “Come to think of it, he’s been awfully quiet lately. I’d have to check, but I think his grades are slipping.”
The third-grader wasn’t a trouble-maker. Hell, most of the kids who attended Sorrellson were never in trouble for anything more serious than harmless pranks. The expensive private school wasn’t a hotbed of horrors, and had a code of conduct that was strictly enforced on students and parents.
“I talked to his math and science teachers already,” Jackson said. “They’ve noticed something off. I’m going to go talk to Ellen Cabry about it. Get his counsellor involved. I think something’s going on at home.”
“Abuse?”
“I hope not. I did ask him today at the end of class if there was anything wrong, or if he needed to talk, and he just shook his head and practically ran out of my room.”
“Shit.”
“I want to pass it off to Ellen and the counsellor and see what happens. If it’s not abuse, we need to bring his parents in for a joint conference with all his teachers, and maybe set up an IEP for him. I haven’t seen any evidence of him being dyslexic, but could be something completely innocent. I hope.”
Elvin let out a long breath. “Okay. Keep me in the loop.”
“Will do.”
They exited the office and Elvin returned to his class before the bell rang to start the next period. Another bonus of teaching for Sorrellson over the county school system was a dedicated support staff who could help kids individually and give them the attention they needed. The bulk of this kind of stuff didn’t fall on the teachers’ backs, unless a student talked to them about it.
While they’d had incidents of abuse reported to staff at Sorrellson, and they were mandated reporters, so far, Elvin had not needed to make a report in his two years working at Sorrellson following his retirement after twenty-five years teaching for the Sarasota County school system.
A nice change after the one or two reports a month he had to make while teaching for the county.
By the end of the day, he and Jackson, as well as all of the kid’s other teachers, were gathered in Ellen Cabry’s office with the guidance counsellor, Peyton McSweeny.
“You want the good news or the bad news?” Peyton asked.
“The bad news,” Elvin volunteered before anyone else could reply.
“He’s not being abused.”
“How is that the bad news?”
“His dad’s been diagnosed with colon cancer and is undergoing treatment. I just got off the phone with his mom. Poor kid broke down crying in my office a little while ago when I was talking to him. He’s staying with her parents right now because they’re trying to keep his schedule intact. His dad’s having surgery tomorrow.”
The room fell silent. Jackson scrubbed at his face with his hands. “Shit,” he muttered. “That poor kid.”
“What can we do for them?” Elvin asked.
“Right now, nothing, except the trite thoughts and prayers,” Peyton said. “His prognosis is guarded. The doctors hope he’ll pull through, but they won’t know more until after the surgery and he starts undergoing chemo and radiation. He’s only thirty-five. Only reason he went for a colonoscopy was that he’s been having some problems.”
“Reminds me I’m due for one,” Elvin said.
“Me, too,” Jackson said. “I’ve never had one. I think I want one, now. Guy’s only two years older than me.”
“Better safe than sorry, gentlemen,” Ellen said. “But as bad as this is, at least it’s something we can help with on our end. Let’s try to cut him a little slack, if we can. Help him out, but let’s not make this obvious around other students. If he wants to tell them, that’s his business. I can’t imagine how scared he is, and we don’t need to go smothering him. Peyton told him he can talk to all of you and ask for extra help if he’s struggling.”
They all nodded.
“That’s all,” Ellen said. “Thanks.”
Elvin and Jackson walked together toward their wing. “I think I need a drink,” Jackson muttered.
“I second that.”
“I was going to ask if you want to join us tonight for pizza and beers. I’m going home first to meet Noah. We drive right by your place. Noah can be our DD tonight. We’re meeting some friends. You’ll like them.”
Elvin started to say no, then changed his mind. He was single and didn’t have anywhere to be that Friday night. “What time?”
“We’ll pick you up about seven.”
“Sounds good, thanks.”
“Too bad you’re straight.” Jackson smiled. “I’d have a list of guys a mile long wanting to date you if you were gay.” This wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion. “I know one guy who pants after The Rock. You look so much like him, the guy would be yours for life.”
“Don’t be so sure I might not consider it. Not like I got women falling out of my ass.”
Jackson patted him on the shoulder. “We should introduce you to a different dating pond if the vanilla women are too stupid to snatch you up.”
“I’m open to suggestions.” Elvin belatedly realized exactly what his friend and co-worker had said, and decided to let it slide since they were still at work, not sure if Jackson had meant kinky women or gay men.
Jackson grinned. “Maybe we can help you out with that.”
They split off, Jackson heading down the hall to his room while Elvin walked down to his to gather his things. It would be good to get out with people. He’d had dinner with Jackson and Jackson’s husband, Noah, several times in the past. They were nice guys, and their friends he’d met so far were nice, too.
Wasn’t like Elvin had a girlfriend to go home to or spend time with right now. And he was coming out of a pain cycle, so he wasn’t hitting the gym on his way home. He knew from experience that giving his body a few days off after several days of pain was far more effective than trying to push through it. He’d do some stretching after getting home, a hot shower, and then a repeat of that tonight before bed. Along with ibuprofen, it helped.
But at least he’d been forty-eight hours without needing to take a couple of hits from his vape pen, and he considered that a win.
He also knew it meant he could allow himself a beer or two tonight.
 
* * * *
 
“So where do you know these friends from?” Elvin had climbed into the back seat after Noah pulled into his driveway.
“You’ve met a couple of them before, I’m pretty sure,” Jackson said.
At least the people Jackson and Noah had introduced him to in the past seemed like nice people. No raging racists or saccharine-sweet pseudo liberals who claimed they were “colorblind.”
With most his own family living out of state—and the few who lived in state he really wasn’t on friendly terms with—Elvin sometimes wondered how he’d managed to land himself in one of the whitest and yet fairly liberal places in Florida, relatively speaking. If Keisha hadn’t been from the area, he never would have moved here. But he’d met her in college and followed where she’d led him, for all the good it did him in the end.
Like hell he would have sold his house or given up his job back then and proved her right regarding everything she’d said about him. That he was a failure who couldn’t make a good life for himself.
Ditto his own family.
It was a matter of stubbornness and pride, at that point.
Yeah, he had black friends, most of them fellow teachers and people he’d met through them, between the county and Sorrellson. Unfortunately, the few times he made it back to Chicago for family events, he felt like even more of an outsider there than he did in Florida.
Now, there was very little that could coax him back up north, especially during winter. His body hurt bad enough in the cold, and three decades of living in Florida had thinned his blood considerably.
When they reached the sports bar, the only other black guy in the place was a server on the other side of the room who returned the nod Elvin gave him, even as a white girl who barely looked old enough to drive gave Elvin an uncomfortably too-long smile of the salivating kind before she led them to tables.
Damn, kids are getting younger.
“How many we got coming?” Elvin asked as he counted seats once they’d pulled tables together and took a chair.
“Enough. Hey, listen. I need to be honest with you.” Jackson glanced around and leaned in, dropping his voice. “This is between us, right?”
Was this where his friend revealed a hidden doucheyness he’d missed before? “Depends on what it is.”
“Personal stuff. I wanted to give you a heads-up in case someone says something…weird tonight.”
The hackles started to rise on the back of his neck. He was suddenly more aware than he usually was that he was one of only two black people in the entire damn place.
“Weird how?”
“You might have noticed Noah and I have a…nontraditional relationship.”
Confusion bled through as he glanced at the other man and then back again at Jackson. “Yeah, you’re gay. So?”
“I don’t mean us being gay. Notice how Noah sometimes calls me Sir?”
“So?”
Jackson glanced around again. “We do Fifty Shades in real-life, only the gay and not-assholish version. The friends we’re meeting tonight, that’s how we all know each other. Through a local BDSM munch group and the club.”
His fear flashed over to eagerness—and holding himself back to make sure he was hearing his friend right. “What club?”
“Venture. It’s a dungeon.”
Holy.
Fucking.
Crap.
He would have given his eyeteeth to go there, because, yeah, he knew about it. He’d Googled it and studied their website and class list, even had a FetLife profile where he listed he was from Antarctica…
But he’d never managed to force himself to go. He was a teacher. That meant like hell would he risk his job.
Except…
“And,” Jackson continued, “at least one of the people tonight you will know from work. So please don’t freak out. They already know I was going to invite you. I told them I suspected you were one of us, but that I didn’t know for sure.”
Freak out? He wanted to jump on the table and scream with joy!
He kept his reaction chill and plucked the draft beer card list from its place by the napkin holder on the table so he could study it. “That’s cool. Who?”
“When I say work, I mean Sarasota County. Remember Tristan Chapman?”
“Yeah?”
“He’ll be here with his roommate and rope-buddy, Kyle.”
“What?”
Jackson smiled. “You heard me. Tristan and Kyle run a rope group at Venture. Shibari.”
Yes!
Elvin scratched at his chin and slowly nodded as hours of online perving of shibari sites ran through his mind in a second. “That’s cool.”
Jackson wore a knowing smirk. “Dude, you said that already, and you play chill horribly. I watched you the other day while Leanne and Meghan were discussing BDSM books for their book club before school while we were all doing drop-off duty. You were practically leaning into both of them from behind to eavesdrop. It was hysterical. If I’d known you were into the lifestyle before, I would have told you sooner.”
Elvin contemplated a bunch of different answers. “What if I am? Interested, I mean.”
“Like I said, if you were gay, I could fix you up. But I wanted to introduce you around to some people, let you get to know them. Invite you to meet us at the club tomorrow night, if you want. There’s a munch coming up next Sunday. The good thing is the club has a group of regulars, including some of their volunteers, called the Frightful Five.”
“The whut?”
“I know, it’s just a nickname. They’re amateur matchmakers with a perfect track record, so far. Come out to the club tomorrow night with us and meet people and let’s see if we can find you someone. Even if you don’t date, there are almost always people who are willing to play.”
This was either a really horrible setup that might go wrong in a multitude of ways…
Or his friend was answering a prayer.
He opted for trust and hoped Jackson wouldn’t screw him over. “I’d be interested in that. Not playing—not yet. I need to learn stuff. Especially rope. But…yeah. You’re right that I need to date in a different pond. I just didn’t know if it was a safe pond before.”
“Great.” Jackson’s grin returned. “I was worried I’d maybe misinterpreted your reaction, and that would have made Monday’s drop-off duty reeeeally awwwwkward.”
“Monday? What about the ride home from here?”
Jackson laughed. “That, too.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
Elvin fought against the nervous tension threatening to wind his gut into painful knots as he sat and chatted with Jackson and Noah while awaiting the others. He knew the image he put forth to most of his friends and coworkers—calm, serene. That wasn’t him bragging, that was something he’d been called before. Especially now, post-accident, and with his “new” body.
Even eleven years later, he still thought of it like that.
He felt a lot calmer, most of the time, than he had before his accident. Mostly because he felt more confident, on average, as long as he was within the comfortable bubble of his work-home routine.
Which, since he didn’t have a girlfriend, comprised nearly his entire routine, he was sad to admit.
But it also meant he wasn’t dealing with racist bullshit most of the time, either. Because once he’d bulked up following his accident, as part of his PT, he’d noticed strangers—usually white strangers—tended to treat him one of two ways—either more warily than people had when he was a skinny, unimposing, harmless-looking twig, or practically wanting to fetishize him because of his uncomfortably uncanny resemblance to The Rock, only a couple shades darker brown and not quite as bulky.
If he hadn’t shaved his head the resemblance wouldn’t be so pronounced. But then he’d started losing his hair from the forehead back, the way every damn male in his family did. That was in addition to the bare patches from scars from his accident. Not shaving wasn’t an option, in his mind.
The Sorrellson Academy faculty parking and PTO member stickers on the back of his car probably helped him avoid more police stops than he might otherwise suffer through. He wasn’t exactly a fast driver or reckless driver, either. He lived relatively close to work, in the same house he’d lived in for over twenty years, in a middle-class mixed neighborhood, and drove a nondescript four-door Kia sedan that was a couple of years old. He shopped at the same grocery store at approximately the same time of day every week, saw the same cashiers nearly every time.
Boring. The word to describe his life was boring.
For its part, Sorrellson was a pretty diverse mix, both in its faculty and student body. He didn’t feel as much like an outsider in his two years there as he had during his twenty-five years teaching in the county school system. The only time so far he’d bumped into a situation with an overtly racist parent at Sorrellson, the principal and dean had his back immediately and to a surprisingly vicious extent, given the circumstances, including threatening to expel the student if the parent didn’t immediately apologize to Elvin.
Part of the enrollment process for parents and students at Sorrellson was signing a binding code of conduct that specifically prohibited that kind of behavior and allowed for student expulsion if the parent misbehaved. It was especially great for curbing inappropriate parental behavior at sporting events.
Since Sorrellson was damned hard to get into in the first place, with a long waiting list for admission, it helped curb that kind of behavior. Still, he definitely never would have expected—much less received—that level of support as a public school teacher.
It wasn’t a perfect world he lived in, but he was enjoying the small amount of damn privilege he had finally clawed out for himself. He’d damn sure fucking earned it and deserved every bit of it. He drew a pension from his county retirement and was also getting paid to teach, meaning he was banking money in savings now. For the first time in his life, it felt like he had all his shit together in nearly every part of his life—except when it came to romance.
Not for lack of trying on his part, except dating sites left him cold and he wasn’t one for random hookups.
His new-found confidence wasn’t only because of the physical changes he’d gone through—the bad and the positive—but the mental and emotional ones, as well. He’d faced death, lost a couple of weeks of his life while in a coma, and the arduous recovery hadn’t merely been a challenge against his injuries, but against himself.
Against the mental and emotional stagnation he’d felt ever since his divorce. Feeling less-than.
Trying to expunge the sound of Keisha’s voice from his memory as she’d asked him for a divorce and basically listed his short-comings, most of them striking hard and deep at his pride, before informing him she’d met someone else and he was pretty much everything Elvin wasn’t.
Including rich and willing to pay for the divorce to get it over with as quickly as possible, and all Elvin had to do was name his price.
It’d caused heartache and heartbreak he hadn’t been sure he’d survive, back then. So he’d shoved it deep inside him and refused to deal with it.
Years later, it’d been all wrapped up in a very neat and tidy perspective-shifting car wreck that nearly killed him and forced him to take a long, hard look at himself.
Wasn’t like there was much else to do while lying in a hospital bed.
So while most people thought he was pretty chill, some of those times—like now—he wasn’t.
He was barely keeping himself from nervously tapping his foot, anxiety trying to find a foothold somewhere to climb on board with him.
It wasn’t Tristan who arrived first, but a couple maybe his own age or just a hair younger, a man and woman. Jackson and Noah greeted them with friendly hugs before Jackson introduced them.
“Eliza, Rusty, this is our friend and my coworker I was telling you about, Elvin Wynn.”
“Nice to meet you,” he said, starting to stick out his hand just to find Eliza already opening her arms and offering him a hug, which he started to accept with a polite, one-armed hug just for her to go full-on embrace. “Oh, okay, we’re bringing it in. Call me Wynn.”
“Very nice to meet you, Wynn,” Eliza said. “Jackson told me a lot about you.”
“He did?”
“Yep! Looking forward to chatting tonight.”
Rusty seemed just as friendly, except he shook with him.
“I already warned him about the Frightful Five,” Jackson said to Eliza. “I have also now confirmed he’s one of us.”
Her smile widened and her gaze didn’t leave Elvin. “Did you now? Did he tell you I’m one of the Frightful Five?”
“No offense, but you don’t look very frightful.”
Rusty snorted. “Ha! Try being married to her and getting your ass beat by her and get back to me.”
She lightly backhanded her husband’s shoulder. “Quiet, barbarian. Don’t scare him off. Time for me to work my magic.” She literally cracked her knuckles.
Literally.
Elvin found himself facing a rapid-fire round of questions, half he didn’t even know the answers to, but Jackson offered answers for him on his behalf.
After five minutes, Elvin held up his hands. “Whoa. Can we slow this down? I’m not even sure”—he glanced around before lowering his voice—“where I fit in the kink world. I’m really new to all of this.”
He didn’t think it’d be possible for her smile to grow even wider, but it did. “That’s actually a great thing to admit.”
“It is?”
“Yeah. It means you’re not a cocky asshole, and you’re willing to keep an open mind and learn. Makes you safer.”
“You did just hear me say I don’t know what I’m doing, right?”
“Yeah, but you admit it. You’d be shocked how many assholes think they’re an expert because they saw a movie, or read a book, and then start plowing through partners. They think they have all the answers, and you can’t teach them a damn thing.”
“I’ve taught school for twenty-seven years. Trust me, I will never admit I have all the answers to everything.”
 
* * * *
 
By the time they left the sports bar, Elvin had met several other people, reconnected with Tristan—and his partners—and realized he finally felt like maybe he’d just stumbled onto the last missing piece he’d been searching for in his life. Eliza had exchanged phone numbers and e-mail addresses with him so she could get in touch with him later and ask him more follow-up questions.
From what he gathered, she was eager to see who she could find for him. She’d assured him it might take a little while, but their little group of matchmakers would find someone for him.
He wouldn’t hold his breath, but he appreciated her enthusiasm.
“What’d you think?” Jackson asked as Noah got them headed back toward Elvin’s.
“Everyone seemed nice. Man, Eliza is intense, though.”
Jackson laughed. “Yeah, she is. But she seemed to like you. That’s really good.”
“How can you guys claim she’s scary? Her husband’s a huge guy.”
“Oh, she’s scary. She’s got like a couple of black belts and is a combat expert with one of those ren fair groups. And she’s a pretty mean Top. I’ve seen her play several times.”
“She seemed nice.”
“She is nice. Sweetest sadist you’ll ever meet.”
That made Noah laugh, but he didn’t interrupt.
“So this munch thing y’all mentioned,” Elvin started. “The thing next Sunday. What is that?”
“It’s a dinner at a restaurant. We take over their meeting room. Kind of like what we did tonight, only with less beer and a lower volume and more freedom to talk because everyone around us is into the lifestyle.”
“And a pricier menu,” Noah said.
“Well, it’s at the steakhouse this month,” Jackson clarified.
Elvin shook his head. “I don’t want to lose my job, man.”
“You won’t. You don’t see me shying away from it. I’ve been going for a while.” Jackson turned enough to look back at Elvin over his seat. “Is doing what you’ve been doing working for you?”
“No.” He sighed. “It ain’t.”
“Okay, then. We’re going. Eliza and Rusty will be there. At the very least, you’ll know the four of us. Maybe even more, depending if anyone from tonight shows up. First step is tomorrow night, though. We’ll pick you up and you’ll go to Venture with us.”
“You afraid I won’t show up?”
Noah snorted. “Yeah, he is. After how scared I was at first because of my job, that’s exactly what he’s thinking.”
“True story,” Jackson said. “We’ll pick you up at six, we’ll go to Sigalo’s for dinner with some of the gang before, and then to Venture. So by next Sunday, you’ll already know several people and won’t feel out of place.”
“All right.” The three beers he’d allowed himself were already wearing off, his buzz waning. “Can’t hurt, I guess.”
“Just remember that everyone at one of those things is there for the same reason. They have every reason to keep your privacy, and are counting on you to keep theirs.”
They reached his house and waited for him to get the front door unlocked before backing out of the driveway as he waved.
Walking inside felt…empty after an evening spent with pleasant company and having interesting conversations.
He supposed that was one good thing, anyway. Keisha had “magnanimously” let him keep the house when she left because her sugar daddy was buying her one, apparently. She’d also reminded him of that several times during the proceedings, to the point he’d wanted to ask her if she thought she deserved a cookie for it or something.
Not like it had eased the sting of her cheating on him. But he hadn’t had to fight her over it. Her boyfriend had wanted her divorced as quickly as possible, and whatever Elvin had wanted, he got.
He’d wanted the damn house, because it was in his name, and he’d been the one making bank, back then.
In some ways, the clean, fast break had hurt even more. That she’d been so…eager to escape their marriage. Hadn’t even wanted to work on it.
Had apparently been cheating on him for months before she’d asked for a divorce, and he’d been so busy working that he hadn’t even noticed.
No, what I’ve been doing ain’t been working for me.
He was willing to put a little trust and faith in Eliza and her intense certainty if it meant maybe yanking himself out of his rut.
He’d guard his heart, guard his privacy, and hope his luck was about to change for the better.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Saturday evening, Meredith tried not to fidget as she rode with Ron.
“When do I get to know what’s going on?”
“When I decide to let you know.” He tipped his head toward her, a playful smile on his face.
“Maybe you should be a Dom,” she muttered.
He evilly giggled. “Who said I’m not?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Seriously?”
“You really want to have that conversation with your little bro?”
She thought about it for a moment. “No.”
“Good, because neither do I. It was uncomfortable enough when you came out to me as kinky.”
“I only did that so you wouldn’t kill someone I was dating.”
“How’d that work out for ya? If you’d given me the fucker’s full name and address, I would have paid him a visit when I flew up after your surgery.”
She rolled her eyes, but in reality, yeah, he probably would have. When she’d called Ron sobbing that morning after Peter had broken up with her and left, finally admitting to Ron about the cancer, and her surgery, he hadn’t even bitched her out about it. He’d immediately booked a flight for that afternoon and showed up on her doorstep, taking time off from work and staying for two weeks to care for her, take her to follow-up appointments, and hold her while she cried.
Not once had he yelled at her for not telling him about her diagnosis before her surgery. She hadn’t wanted to worry him and knew he was already worried enough about her because she’d been laid off and having trouble finding a new job.
Plus she’d thought she had Peter. After three years, she’d thought there were more emotions there on his part for her. She’d thought he loved her. She didn’t want to worry Ron and had planned to downplay the whole thing. Their mom had survived a bout with breast cancer when they were kids, but their mom’s mom and a sister had died from it. She didn’t want Ron panicking about her.
She and Ron gave each other unconditional love, the kind their parents should have given them both, but didn’t. Well, they’d given it to her, but when they’d turned on Ron after he came out right out of high school, Meredith had turned on them. Like hell would she abandon her little brother.
She also didn’t know why she didn’t honestly think about it before, about Ron being a Dom. It did fit him and made perfect sense. Ron was pretty damn Domly, in the good ways. He always had been, and frequently when they were kids it was her following his lead despite their age difference. It’d be stupid to deny the obvious.
Now if I could only find someone for me, who can add the sexy kind of Domly into the mix, life would be peachy.
“I like the hair, by the way.” He smirked.
“Thank you.”
“I told you she was amazing.”
She played with her now-red locks. “I always wanted to be a red-head.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I didn’t have time to mess with it because of work. And Peter always said no, he preferred me as a blonde. Then…then shit happened.”
That was her euphemism for the cancer diagnosis.
“I’ll pay you back,” she added. “Once I’m working again.”
“Like hell you will, Meri,” he said. “This is part of my early birthday gift to you.”
She really hadn’t had a choice about going to the hair stylist. Instead of her being able to spend the day unpacking like she’d planned, Ron had told her late that morning to take a shower and get ready to go, and had delivered her to the hair appointment with orders for the stylist to do whatever Meredith wanted, and he’d pay for it upon his return for her. He’d heavily hinted to the stylist that he thought Meredith would look great as a red-head, and she’d eagerly agreed.
It wasn’t worth fighting either of them. Over the past several months, Meredith had picked up a lot of grey dishwater blonde locks in her naturally dark blonde hair. In addition, it was looking kind of muddy brown in places, where it had thinned and grown back in that shade, an effect of her cancer treatments.
At least she hadn’t lost all of it, another thought that made her feel shallow and weirdly guilty, but there she was.
Ron had been naturally blessed with gorgeous light strawberry blond hair that faded to yellow in the sun, especially when they were kids.
Lucky bastard. And not a hint of grey, either, despite him being thirty-six.
Lucky, lucky bastard.
Combined with his blue eyes and his height, she would have eagerly done him if she wasn’t related to him and didn’t know what he looked like at four years old with his finger shoved up his nose almost to the second knuckle while mining for boogers.
Instead of arguing and fighting Ron about it, she let him do what he wanted to do for her. It made him happy…and she had to admit the new color and long, layered style took several years off her appearance. Still long enough she could pull it back if she wanted to, but the layers now had a shape and framed her face better. Demanded the attention that used to be paid to her chest and pulled it north, away from her missing real estate, although it seemed mostly to be her who noticed that.
She wasn’t used to guys’ eyes not immediately diving to her boobs and watching the mental bubbles form over their heads as they stared at them.
Another way her life had changed, and she was still trying to process and adjust to it. She’d never been actively aware of how, exactly, guys reacted to and interacted with her. Not since high school. It’d become a fact of life she’d shoved to the back of her mind and didn’t pay attention to, an automatic response like breathing or yawning. She’d spent another entire life with cleavage after she’d “sprouted,” and now it was like she’d developed a cloak of invisibility or something.
And…she realized it made her uncomfortable to realize how much she might have been relying on her looks over the years. Not even consciously, most of the time.
Self-realizations that, when combined with finally understanding how much of her self-worth had been tied up in her physical appearance, way more than she’d first believed, made her feel even worse about herself in a variety of ways.
Left her struggling to reconcile her life with the realizations that were forced to the front of her brain, and her now unable to avoid confronting them.
She wasn’t “better” than other women, who she thought were superficial and spent way too much time on their appearance. She wasn’t self-aware and joyfully free from fretting about her style or looks.
It turned out she was a judgmental, ignorant woman faced with exactly how little she’d known about herself pre-diagnosis and surgery.
That wasn’t a realization that made her proud to admit, either.
Working on it, now without the crushing weight of impending homelessness and possibly dying from cancer hogging her focus, would be a major part of her new life.
She needed to rebuild herself from the ground up, starting there.
There were several cars parked in the driveway of the house they pulled up to.
“Still not going to tell me?”
He grinned. “You’re about to find out.”
“Thought you said you still had to plan it?”
“Oh, when I said that, plans weren’t finalized yet.” He grinned again.
It wasn’t so much a surprise party as a party whose hosts surprised her. Meredith let out squeals when her old high school friend Susie opened the door. Discovering Susie was flanked by Grant and Darryl only made it better.
“Meri!” Susie squealed, engulfing her in a long, strong hug. “We’re so glad you’re back!”
“Oh, my god! You’re pregnant?”
Susie smiled and hooked a thumb at the two men. “You’ve never seen two prouder dads-to-be, so I’ll warn you now, if they offer to show you sonogram pics just say noooo.”
The three had been seniors when she’d been a sophomore, but they’d kept in touch all through college until the inevitable drifting apart had occurred. Meredith had sort of kept in touch with them on Facebook, but she hadn’t even updated that in too damn long.
It’d been too depressing to think about.
After receiving hugs from Grant and Darryl, too, they all moved into the living room. “Did you say ‘dads-to-be’?” Meredith asked.
Grant wore an evil smile. “Yeah. Ron told us you’re in the lifestyle. We’re a poly triad. Darryl’s son lives with us, but he’s out with his mom tonight, so we can talk freely. Because of Darryl’s job, we don’t advertise the full truth, obviously. They both belong to me, although Darryl’s legally married to Susie to make our lives easier, especially with Darryl’s job at the church.”
“I’m really happy for you guys.” Even though that happiness came with envy-tinged melancholy.
The next surprise, when they led her out onto the lanai, was a lovely, large arrangement of red and pink roses, from Ron.
She actually had to wipe away tears as she hugged him. “Thanks, bro,” she whispered.
“Hey, you’re worth it, and more.”
“He hinted there was a story?” Susie gently asked.
Meredith leaned in to smell them, gently fingering one of the buds. “Yeah.”
“After I came out,” Ron said, “our parents disowned me and tossed me out. She was already in St. Louis at college and offered to fly me out there to live with her. I’d already accepted a job here with my roommate’s employer, though. The electrician he worked for. I worked and put myself through tech school to get certified, and have worked for them ever since. But Meri sent me roses that first weekend I was living there, because it was my birthday. It’s kind of become our thing.”
Ron kissed the top of Meri’s head. “We’ll always have each other,” he said. “And if no one will give us flowers, then by the gods, we’ll send them to each other.”
Susie leaned in to join their hug, sniffling back tears. “Oh, my god, that’s so sweet! And it’s not even pregnancy hormones making me cry this time!”
The other surprise was steaks cooked on the grill, a lovely salad to go with it, a couple of growlers of mead for Meredith, Grant, and Darryl to enjoy while Ron and Susie stuck to iced tea…
And a Publix birthday cake, marbled inside and white buttercream frosting on the outside. Her absolute favorite.
Ron had opted for two numeric candles, 4-0, instead of forty individual ones.
“Make a wish,” Susie said after Grant carried the lit cake out onto the lanai and set it on the table before Meredith.
I wish I could get my shit together and meet a decent Dom who won’t be turned off by me.
She blew the candles out.
“Are you guys coming to the munch next Sunday?” Grant asked.
“Yes,” Ron said.
“No,” Meredith said at the same time, then they looked at each other.
“Yes,” Ron repeated, an eyebrow arched.
Meredith sighed and focused on Grant again. “I guess that’s a yes.”
Darryl laughed. “Never argue with a Dom. You will not win.”
“You’d think I’d have learned that by now.”
“You know,” Susie said, “why don’t you come to gaming on Tuesday night?”
“Gaming?”
“Oh!” Grant beamed. “Axel has an NPC she can play.”
“You mean D&D?”
“Yeah,” Darryl said. “You want to talk sadistic? You’ve never seen a more sadistic fucking DM than Axel.”
“Wait…Axel Lewis?”
“Yeah, and Rusty and Eliza will be there, too.”
“No, they won’t,” Susie said. “Kailey’s got a thing they’re driving up for. Eliza texted me earlier. She thought it was next week but it’s this week. She said they’d see us at the munch. We’d invited them to come tonight, but they’d already made plans and couldn’t change them.”
“She’ll be here,” Ron told them. “Just tell me what time to have her here.”
“Oh, you are not driving me here for gaming,” she said. “I can drive myself.”
The eyebrow arched again. “Want to make a bet?”
“I’ll show up, I promise.” She took another sip of mead. “Unless they want to feed me more of this, then I might need a driver.”
“I’ll drive you and come hang out. Least I can do, so you can unwind fully. Besides, you’re my DD for Wednesday, so fair’s fair.”
“What’s on Wednesday?” Susie asked.
“My Viking group’s getting together at a small growler bar for a little meet-up.”
“Man, that was fun watching you guys do combat at ren fair,” Grant said. “I’d love to see you go up against Rusty or Eliza sometime.”
“Yeah, but they’re in a different group. We’re representing approximately 800-900 AD Vikings. Rusty and Eliza’s group is a much later time period and representing what became the English. They use different weapons and armor. Different fighting tactics. Our stuff’s heavily choreographed for the performances with the winner predetermined so we have less chance of hurting someone, and we save the skirmishes for practice and fun. Rusty’s group actually does skirmishes for points.”
By the end of the evening, Meredith had a pleasant mead buzz going and buried her face in the middle of the roses, which she held in her lap for the ride home.
Ron sounded amused. “Welcome home, Meri.”
“You’re the best brother ever,” she mumbled through the flowers.
“Lucky for you I’m your only brother.”
“Yeah, lucky for me.” Every breath filled her lungs with the sweet floral scent. “He used to get snarky every time you’d send me flowers, or make snide comments when I’d send you some.”
“Peter?”
“Yeah.”
Ron’s tone turned dark. “I should have hunted him down and cleaved him. I have an actual axe. I could do it.”
“No, you can’t. And shouldn’t.”
“Those are two drastically different words, Meri. I can, and I should.”
“Then who’d take care of me?” She finally let the tears flow that she’d been holding on to all night. “I’m never going to forget this. I owe you so much…”
He reached over and gently squeezed her hand. “Meri, I love you. You’re my sister. You’ve always had my back, just like I’m always going to have yours. This is what we do.”
“This isn’t how I thought my life would go. I thought I’d be retiring from the company in a couple of decades, thought I’d have a guy by now, maybe a couple of kids…” She tried to disguise her sniffles by burying her face in the flowers again and knew it wasn’t fooling him in the slightest.
“Yeah, well, I thought we’d have parents who would love me regardless of who I was, not toss me out on my ass at eighteen. All we can do is play the hand we’re dealt, as stupid as that sounds. Honestly? I’m better off now. I got my electrician’s training and my contractor certification. I make decent money doing what I do, and I enjoy doing it. I have a house, my car’s paid off—and now I have you back. And you’re alive,” he gently added. “Promise me you’ll never hide something big like that from me ever again.”
“I promise.”
When they pulled into his driveway, he took the flowers from her so she didn’t drop the vase. She was walking a little…crooked. The mead had hit her hard, especially the last glass, and she leaned against him as he unlocked the front door and let her in.
“I’ll go back out and get the cake,” he said.
“We had cake left over?”
He smirked. “Yes, Little Miss Can’t Hold Her Mead, we had cake left. I put it in the trunk so you didn’t face-plant in it on the way home. Go on to bed.” He kissed her forehead and set the flowers on the dining room table. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Thank you. For tonight and for the hair. This was a great party.” Her birthday was actually Thursday, but this was even better.
“Hey, you deserved it. Go on to bed.”
She ignored the boxes in the dining room and turned to head down the hall. They could wait until tomorrow.
He was right—the important thing was she was back with Ron, and she had landed in her safety net. She could…breathe.
As long as she didn’t sit there frozen with fear, and she started moving forward, everything didn’t have to be handled in the next day or two. Seeing Susie, Grant, and Darryl’s easy dynamic and being able to sit and just catch up with them hammered home how much had been missing from her life—
Friends.
Fellowship.
Family.
Perhaps as she rebuilt her life she needed to keep those three things at the forefront of her mind instead of going after what she thought she “should” have.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Come Saturday evening, Elvin felt glad he’d agreed to letting Noah and Jackson pick him up. By then, much of his initial excitement had waned, replaced by old fears and feelings of shortcomings. He probably would have cancelled if he thought Jackson would let him get away with it.
Elvin had been to Sigalo’s a couple of times. Not a super-pricey place, and good food that didn’t taste like it came out of a can. He was, however, a little disappointed to realize the gorgeous sister with the golden skin and blue eyes wasn’t interested in him because not only did she have a girlfriend, but she was also a Top.
Jackson introduced Elvin to everyone, and they all acted as friendly and inviting as the group had last night. Rusty and Eliza arrived not long after, and the five of them sat together, at one end of the grouped tables, so they could more easily talk together.
“So let me warn you in advance,” Eliza started, “that tonight will simultaneously be more mundane and weirder than anything you’ve ever seen before.”
“How is that possible?”
“It just is. I mean, you’ll probably see a wide variety of play styles, everything from fluffy-bunny to hard-core, and everything in between. Keep in mind that what you see on porn and on FetLife is often produced content, not real-life. Your main job right now is to keep an open mind, learn, and remember that you are not required to do anything except figure out what lights your fire. Just because someone else is hard-core doesn’t mean you have to be.”
“Sounds fair enough.”
“Take me for example. I’m not a heavy sadist.” Rusty snorted, but Eliza ignored him and continued. “He, however, is a heavy masochist. What you see of us playing is just a fraction of our dynamic. I give him what he needs, and what I’m comfortable giving him. In return, he gives me what I need as a Dominant and as his wife.
“Now, Landry down there”—she pointed—“that man is an unabashedly heavy sadist. One of his regular partners isn’t a masochist, but he is a slave and likes to obey, so he will take a heavy amount of play to get the mental fix he needs, if that makes sense.”
“Not really, but I’m listenin’.”
“You will have to figure out what kind of Dominant you want to be. It can fluctuate and change the more you learn about the lifestyle and yourself. You might find you like being a sadist, or that you’re a Daddy Dom, or—”
“A what?”
“Kind of a playful dynamic, less sadist and serious, more about obedience and sensual play, usually. Although the styles can overlap. You can be a Daddy Dom in some circumstances, and a heavy sadistic Top in others, depending on your partner. You might find you like being a rope rigger. There’s a huge buffet of things to choose from, and your only limits are not causing harm to your partner, and heeding their hard limits.”
That all sounded logical and made sense to him. “I know I want to start out slow.”
“And that’s one of the reasons I’m happy to represent you as one of the Frightful Five.” She smiled. “Because you’re a smart and reasonable man.”
 
* * * *
 
Elvin nervously followed Jackson and Noah into Venture’s office. Dinner had been nice, and he’d finally relaxed halfway through it when he realized he didn’t recognize anyone else from work—or parents—in the group or in the restaurant. Even if he had casually encountered someone, their group didn’t have signs on their tables reading Here Sit Kinky Freaks, or anything like that.
They were just a group of people having dinner together.
He had his driver’s license and cash ready when they stepped up to the counter. They gave him a form to fill out and took his license to check him against the national database of sex offenders, then turned him loose with Eliza and Rusty for the couple to go through the rules and protocols with him inside.
When they stepped into the club’s interior—no, it wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, maybe some really dark and foreboding cavern. Or something richly appointed, like in the few books he’d read.
The warehouse space was painted to look like it had rock walls, and the overhead fluorescents were turned off, leaving mood lighting in its place. Plenty to see by, but dim enough to make it feel cozy despite the high ceilings.
Eliza walked him around the space, explaining not just the rules, but the equipment and some of the scenes currently going on.
He found it…almost overwhelming.
They finished back in the social area, where Eliza and Rusty sat with them at one of the tables so she could talk to him more.
“Keep in mind that communication is key,” she said. “Talk to a potential play partner. Be honest about your experience, ask them what they want. Start slow. Heck, bare-handed spanking is always safe. Don’t try to take on a scene that’s above your comfort level or above your training. And keep in mind that some bottoms are willing to teach a new Top, too.”
His cock throbbed in his pants as he watched a rope scene taking place on a large A-frame on the same side of the dungeon as the social area. Eliza followed his gaze and smiled.
“That’s Scrye and his wife, June. If you’re at a one in terms of experience, on a scale of one-to-ten, they’re at about seventy-five.” She laughed. “They publish rope tutorials, and she was a competitive gymnast, so they blow the bell curve in more than one way.”
“That’s beautiful, though.” Scrye was a large man who damn near made him look small in comparison. As he tied his wife, she stood there with her eyes closed and a blissful smile in place while he painted her with his ropes.
“He’s amazing. If rope interests you, make sure you attend their classes and buy their books. Also, the Knotty Fun rope group that meets here every month. They’ll take anyone from beginners to experts, and there’s usually rope to borrow if you don’t have any.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” It seemed impossible to think maybe he’d one day be that good at rope.
Then again, he never thought he’d be the kind of man he was today, especially in the wake of his accident.
I need to get back to the gym tomorrow.
He took breaks during bad pain flares, limiting himself to stretching and very light weights. Pushing himself only made the pain worse and last longer.
They spent the evening talking and watching, not just in the social area, but taking Elvin over to the other side to watch Landry play. They hadn’t been kidding about the man being a sadist, to the point it was almost difficult to watch him playing with a guy. Well, difficult for him. The other four apparently had no problems watching the man play.
Okay, I’m definitely not at that level. Not right now, anyway.
Before Elvin left with Jackson and Noah a little after midnight, Eliza talked to him about what he saw that night.
“I need your honest opinions,” she said. “It’ll help me when I’m putting out the word to the others.”
“I like the idea of starting slow,” he admitted. “I’m nowhere near Landry’s speed and not sure I ever will be. I’m really curious about rope, and the forced orgasm scenes were damn hot.”
“See? That’s excellent. I promise this gets easier to talk about the more you’re involved in it.”
“I hope so.”
“You did great tonight, I swear. Some people freak out and get all wide-eyed and then disappear instead of riding through their fear and exploring it more.”
“I’m kind of freaked out but this…it feels right. Finally. I always wanted to be in charge but thought that was ‘wrong’ because it was controlling. But I don’t want to run someone’s life.”
“Nope. It’s not wrong if your partner wants you to take control in some ways.”
“I hope you can help me out.”
“Hey, we have a hundred-percent track record and I’m not about to let it get busted now.” She grinned. “Doesn’t hurt that you’re a hunk, no offense.”
“None taken. But in all of that, make sure anyone you do match me with understands discretion is important because of my job. I don’t necessarily want them knowing exactly what I do upon first meeting, but…you get the idea?”
“Absolutely,” she said. “We grill subbies as hard as we grill Tops. We’ve weeded out a few psycho subbies, believe me. People looking for a meal-ticket instead of a relationship. You come highly vouched for already as a stable, nice guy. We’re not about to toss a sack full of crazy weasels at you, trust me.”
 
* * * *
 
On the ride home, Elvin mulled over everything they’d talked about, everything he’d seen.
The feelings that had accompanied what he’d witnessed.
How hard his cock had been for most of the evening.
Yeah, he wanted a partner he could be himself with. Someone who would understand when he wanted to be in control. Someone who he wouldn’t feel guilty about taking charge of, someone he didn’t have to hold back with.
He’d never been in charge with Keisha, that he now realized. And it’d been part of the problem. He’d never felt like he could take charge of her. He’d always had it in his mind that she’d married down by falling for him, reinforced when she’d left the way she had.
After his accident and recovery, he’d tried to figure out how to wear his new “disguise” successfully. He’d had no problems interesting women in him because of his looks, but inside he was still the same uncertain man trying to untangle his feelings.
Including his mistrust over their motives, when he wasn’t tangled all up in his own insecurities over wanting to be in control.
BDSM made sense to him. He’d caught part of a movie—a comedy spoof, ironically—about BDSM at a friend’s house one day and it had finally clicked for him what was missing.
Leading him to research, and leading him to eavesdrop on two fellow teachers when he’d heard them discussing authors whose names he’d seen come up repeatedly in blogs and articles when talking about realistic BDSM fiction.
“That seemed to go well tonight,” Jackson said.
“Yeah,” Elvin agreed. “It did. I hope Eliza’s as good as everyone thinks she is.”
“She is,” Noah assured him. “They all are.”
Once they’d dropped him off, Elvin headed inside. What he wanted was to do more research, hit the club’s website and FetLife accounts, find some of the people he’d met tonight and send friend requests.
He had to start somewhere. He had to put himself out there, do the work on himself.
Being alone sucked. He was pretty much a master of it, but it still sucked.
Most women weren’t Keisha. Most women weren’t users and greedy and only out for themselves, and he understood that.
Talking his heart into believing it was another thing.
Hopefully, Eliza and the others could help him get past that.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Next to Meredith, in her front passenger seat, sat a Viking.
“When you said get-together, I didn’t think you meant…this.”
Not only was Ron dressed in a tunic and breeches, he wore a leather armor vest, of sorts—he’d told her the official name for it and she’d already forgotten—and handmade leather shoes.
A plaid wool cape lay neatly folded in the backseat, over his sword, which he’d be donning when they arrived.
And he held a drinking horn.
“Hey, we do things right. The place loves it when we show up. They take pictures and post on their website and everything.”
She indicated the drinking horn. “Does this make you a horny Viking?” she snarked.
He grinned. “Like we haven’t made those jokes countless times already.”
“Is Florida an open-carry state for swords?”
“As long as you keep it sheathed—and yes, jokes have already been made about that, too, thank you very much.”
“How much do I have to behave myself tonight?” she asked. “Do I have to watch what I say?”
“Some of them are vanilla, but kind of bawdy. There are some people in the lifestyle in the group. In fact, I think Everett and Wylie will be there tonight. You’ll really like them.”
“Why’s that?”
“Everett’s pretty cool. He’s a blacksmith and does demos at the ren fairs, in addition to teaching us about traditional techniques. He really looks like a damn Viking. Well, he might not now. He shaves and cuts his hair after ren fair season.”
“Is he single?”
Ron laughed. “No, he’s married to Wylie.”
“Double damn.”
“Yeah, tell me about it. They’re both cuties. I’d do either of them in a heartbeat, but alas, they’re monogamous. Which, actually, so am I, meaning yet another reason I’ll never be with either of them. Le sigh.”
“Make sure to warn me off anyone who I shouldn’t be getting to know better.”
“I will, believe me. Off the top of my head I can’t think of anyone like that in this group. They all seem pretty damn cool.”
First last night at Susie’s house—which had been so much fun it had made her forget her situation—and now tonight.
Ron was turning her into a social butterfly.
It felt good not to be sitting around curled up in front of the TV and trying to ignore all the shit in her life. Even better, Susie, Grant, and Darryl were going to meet them at a Suncoast Society munch that coming Sunday. Susie had messaged her today that Eliza had someone she wanted Meredith to meet. Nice guy, gainfully employed, new to the lifestyle, but he identified as a Dominant.
Couldn’t hurt to meet someone, would get her out of the house, and Ron would be with her.
Sounded like a win across the board to her.
The growler bar was nestled inside two storefronts in an older strip mall, flanked on either end by an independent burger joint and a Chinese restaurant, with a pizza place and a sub shop also occupying spaces in the building.
“So what food goes best with mead?” she asked as she stood outside her car and watched Ron getting his sword and cape settled just right.
“Mead goes with anything,” he said. “But I think we’re all going out for burgers after. We had Chinese last month. Except now we’re going back to weekly meet-ups, since our weekends are mostly free again. That means you have a standing Wednesday date with me, sweetie.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Inside, she found herself face-to-face with a flock—or gaggle or herd or melee or horde, whatever the heck they were called—of men and women in a variety of Viking gear, and one guy in a T-shirt that proudly declared his other car was a longboat.
Ron quickly introduced her around, and she knew she’d never remember everyone’s names tonight. He led her along the grouping of tables pulled together to two empty seats and flagged down a waitress to start their tab. As Meri observed people and was drawn into conversations, she realized how comfortable this felt. Reminded her a lot of her old friends back in St. Louis, people she only saw on Facebook after their company closed.
Two men arrived, and she suspected they were Everett and Wylie even before Ron’s hand shot up and he waved the men over.
Sure enough, they were. Everett had gorgeous blue-green eyes and dark blond hair, and was probably three inches shorter than Ron’s six-four. He looked like a guy who spent time working with his hands, too, leanly muscled, especially his arms, right down to his callused hands. Wylie was a cutie, about five inches shorter than Everett, slim and trim, with brown hair and brown eyes. He looked a little older than Everett, too, from the fine lines around the outer edges of his eyes.
As they sat and chatted, Ev finally asked it.
“What do you do for a living, Meri?”
She forced a smile, hoping it looked real. “I’m looking for a new job. One of the reasons I left St. Louis.”
Everett’s head tipped to the side. “What kind of job?”
“Well, I have a degree in mathematics, with a specialty in statistics and data analysis. But unfortunately, those positions aren’t a dime a dozen. So I’d be happy to take a job doing anything—”
“That’s not physically intensive,” Ron firmly interjected.
She glared at him, and he glared back, until she finally backed down and he took over, giving a very brief and almost not embarrassing recounting of her losing her job, and then her cancer.
“How do you feel about office work?” Everett asked. “Can you answer phones, filing, basic bookkeeping, things like that?”
“Sure, why?”
“Because my boss, Leo, is losing the lady who did his bookkeeping for him. She wasn’t on-site, but he was in a car accident a while back. He hates doing the office end of it and would rather spend his time in the shop or on service calls. He wants to hire someone to staff the office full-time and handle all of that.”
She risked a glance Ron’s way, and he eagerly nodded at her. “I could talk to him,” she said. “I need something with insurance, though. I can’t risk not having it.”
“We have insurance. It’s probably not the world’s best insurance, but it’s better than a lot of people get, I suppose. He’s a nice guy, fair. Doesn’t blow his lid.”
“She’ll take it,” Ron said.
Meredith shot him a glare. “I need to talk to the guy first.”
“Yeah, and you’ll tell him you’ll take it. You wanted a job, I trust Ev not to work for an asshole, and most importantly, I know they’ll rat you out if you try to hide something big from me again.” He stuck his tongue out at her and she realized she’d been set up.
“You already talked to the guy, didn’t you?”
He wrinkled his nose at her. “You can start as soon as you talk to him tomorrow, Miss Stubbornpants.” He poked her in the shoulder. “And he’s one of us, too.” He tipped his head toward Ev and Wylie and she remembered he’d said they, too, were kinksters. “Oh, FYI, you’re meeting with Leo at nine in the morning to talk salary and fill out your employment paperwork. You’re welcome.”
She slumped back in her chair, her iced tea in hand. “Is there anything you haven’t already arranged for me?”
“Still working on finding you a guy. Give me enough time, I’ll handle that, too.” He winked. “You’re welcome.”
 
* * * *
 
It was after ten when they returned home that night. Meredith carried the two sixty-four-ounce growlers of mead he’d purchased because she wasn’t sure Ron was sober enough to not drop them. He was barely able to unlock the door, and it took him two tries to punch in the correct alarm code.
“Honey, I’m hoooome!” He unfastened his cape and let it fall to the floor behind him.
She smiled and stepped around him to head for the kitchen. “Let me put these away and I’ll help pour you into bed.”
“I don’t need any help,” he called out after her. She heard a clang of something hitting the floor. “Sorry,” he said. “Shhh!”
She chuckled, knowing he wasn’t nearly as sloshed as he was pretending to be, but he lived to make her laugh.
Because he loved her.
“I guess it’s a good thing I can wear jeans tomorrow,” she called back, “because I have no idea where my business clothes are right now.” Ev had assured her because of what they did that she’d be able to work in shorts and T-shirts, if she wanted, although the small office area was air-conditioned.
She at least wanted to put forth a good image tomorrow. It might not be the best job out there, or the highest-paying one, but it was a job, and it was a start.
It also meant she could start paying her own way again and not be sponging off Ron’s love.
After tucking the mead in the fridge, she returned to the entryway, where he was picking up his cape and the seax he’d apparently dropped, the source of the clang. She took the knife—and his sword—from him and set them safely on the dining room table.
“You know I meant it when I said I’d take care of you, right?” he asked, sounding serious and sober. “You took care of me.”
She sent him money once she’d graduated from college and started working. He hadn’t asked for it, but she knew he’d needed it, to help pay for schooling and living expenses. Once he’d finally been certified as an electrician he’d taken time off and flown up to St. Louis to spend a couple of days with her. Then, he’d thanked her for the help and asked her to stop sending the money because he could make it from there.
And she’d refused to let him pay her back.
She hugged him. “I know, but let me have my pride, huh? I know we’re both sort of living to give Mom and Dad a figurative ‘fuck you’ for what they did, but right now I’m not feeling very strong and kick-ass.”
“Oh, Meri.” He rubbed his chin along the top of her head. “I know life feels sucky right now, believe me, but it’ll get better. You’re still in decompression mode. I wish you’d let me move you home a long time ago.”
“I thought I’d get another job.”
“I know.”
“And I stupidly thought maybe Peter would admit he screwed up and come crawling back to apologize.”
“I know. And I would have literally killed him had he ever contacted you again.”
She sighed. “I know.” She looked up at him. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”
“Yeah, but we’ll find the Mr. Rights for us. We just need to have patience.”
They headed their separate ways for the night. Fortunately, she remembered to set her alarm so she could be up in plenty of time. She didn’t want to blow her first day at work by being late.
No, it wasn’t the world’s best job, and likely wouldn’t pay a fraction as well as her previous job had paid.
If she had insurance and could at least pay for her cellphone and her car expenses, she’d be happy to have it. In her brief time back in Sarasota, she’d already realized that jobs in her line of specialty were few and far between anyway. She’d have to take something else, maybe distantly related to her degree and work experience, to come anywhere close to her previous salary.
At least the winters would be mild. Her first winter in St. Louis had been full of wonder at her first snowfall…
The wonder had quickly worn off after her first ice storm, and her first experience wrecking on ice.
This is good.
Ron loved her and wouldn’t have gotten her this job if he didn’t think it would work out for her. He was damned good at judging people.
Probably the reason he hadn’t liked Peter when he’d met him two Christmases ago. Although Ron had gone to great pains to not admit that to her at first, even though she’d immediately sensed it.
In some ways, the two of them were very much like twins, highly attuned to each other.
As she settled into bed, she tried not to think about Peter, and the accompanying rage over him leaving her.
The abject humiliation she’d felt when his gaze had dropped to her chest.
To what she no longer had.
To realizing he hadn’t been in love with her, and she’d wasted three years of her life on him.
At least now I know if a guy likes me it won’t be for my rack.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Elvin spent his week researching BDSM, including buying several non-fiction titles Eliza sent him the links to on Amazon and devouring them.
He really wanted this. This kind of relationship.
It…spoke to him on a deeper level and felt right.
His next big step would be the munch, where Eliza told him she’d introduce him to his first potential match, an old friend of friends of hers, people she trusted. Even better, Eliza assured him, the woman was a submissive with experience in the lifestyle already.
Despite logically knowing there was little to worry about, Elvin still felt nervous as they headed for the restaurant Sunday evening. Tonight, though, Jackson was driving. When they’d arrived to pick him up and Noah had offered to move to the backseat so Elvin could ride shotgun, Elvin declined.
“I’m a little achy tonight. I prefer the backseat on days like this. I can spread out and get comfortable more easily.”
Jackson glanced back at him. “Are you all right? If you want to cancel, we understand.”
“Nah. I’ll survive. I’ve had worse pain days. I mowed the lawn this morning, and that was my first mistake. Actually, that was my second mistake. I should have skipped my workout first thing this morning since I knew I needed to mow. That’s what pushed me over the edge, I think. I need to look into getting a lawn service, now that I can afford it. I don’t need to do it for exercise anymore.”
“Eliza texted me and said they’ll be there,” Jackson said.
Elvin snorted. “I know. I think that woman knows more about me now than my own family does.”
“How so?”
He related the texts and phone conversations all week between him and Eliza. “She definitely strikes me as a woman who’s… determined.”
“You have no idea. The Frightful Five take their mission very seriously.”
“How’d that get started, anyway?”
“One of the long-time members, Tilly, started unofficially doing it. She’s actually Landry’s wife, the guy you met last week. But then she started a new job and couldn’t be around a lot, so she appointed some trusted others to take over in her place. It’s not just them, though. Everyone kind of keeps an eye out for everyone else. Including for potential matches.”
“You two meet through them?”
He watched the men exchange a knowing glance. “No, we met outside the group,” Jackson finally said, flashing him a grin in the rearview mirror. “We were self-starters, although we had a minor hiccup and missed connection in the beginning.”
Elvin supposed if they wanted to share the story, they’d volunteer it. “I hope Eliza isn’t disappointed if we don’t hit it off.”
“No, that’s fine, believe me,” Jackson said. “But you have to start somewhere. Like I told you, you have to fish in the right pond.”
 
* * * *
 
Meredith’s stomach tightened as Ron drove them to the restaurant. While her new job was the answer to a prayer, it would take her a while to learn the ins and outs of Leo’s business. Right now she felt lost.
At least the guy was nice, and patient. Knowing he was a Dom—even if he was gay and married—was actually a help because she didn’t feel weird around him. His steady reassurances when she needed to ask questions or just needed a friendly ear to listen made her feel…calmer.
More settled.
Not in a romantic way, fortunately. Although she thought Leo’s husband must be a really lucky bastard to have the guy in his bed every night.
“I hope this isn’t a mistake,” she muttered.
“Why would it be a mistake?” Ron asked. “Seems like everyone told you this would be the best place to start. Even my friend, Kimbra, said she goes every so often and the people are awesome. And Susie, Darryl, and Grant will meet us there. What could go wrong? Eliza apparently knows her shit when it comes to matchmaking.”
“Putting myself out there again could go wrong.”
He smirked. “Hence why little brother is going with you.”
“Yes, nothing says sexy-with-her-shit-together like hanging off your little brother.”
“Hey, you have a job, you’re getting everything back on track—go with it, huh?”
She exhaled. “Fine. I’ll have fun and promise to try not to embarrass you or our friends.”
“That sounded…confident,” he drawled.
“What about you? Why aren’t you dating? I could totally toss this back on you. How come you haven’t been coming to munches and stuff?”
“For starters, I was busy with the Sarasota and Tampa ren fair stuff, and our practices, and work. And I might have had a sister I was kinda worried about. Plus, you and I are probably hitting the Toucan in a couple of weekends,” he said.
“The what?”
“It’s a resort up in St. Pete. Caters to gay men.”
“Ahem.” She pointed at herself. “You forgetting something?”
“Not exclusively, sheesh. Kimbra’s gone with me a few times as my wingman. It’s fine. You’ll be my reality checker. Get you started talking to someone about sci-fi or something to gauge their geek quotient before I swoop in for the steal.”
“Gee, why are we single?”
“Because we’re both chickenshits too easily hung up in our ruts, that’s why.” He firmly nodded. “That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.”
“You should let Eliza put you on her matchmaking list.”
“I’m not there yet.”
“Physician, heal thyself.”
He grinned. “Then it’s a good thing I’m an electrician and not a doctor, huh?”
Susie had already given Meredith a heads-up that her old friend already had a possible pick for her.
Not that Meredith was expecting much.
Or…anything.
Maybe some nice conversation for the evening, but she certainly wasn’t going to expect someone who’d rock her socks off.
Besides, she needed to focus on her life right now. Yeah, having a guy would be great, but…
Maybe she needed this alone time with Ron. She’d missed the hell out of him, and living with him had driven that point home with great force.
He was her only family, with them both cut off from their parents. And as long as her parents kept Ron cut off, Meredith would keep them cut off.
They were a little early. After the hostess pointed them back to the private meeting room, Meredith and Ron hovered in the doorway and looked around to see if they recognized anyone.
“Going to a munch with my brother isn’t creepy at allll,” she muttered.
He gently elbowed her. “I don’t want you knowing about my sex life, either, so hush.”
A man walked over, a friendly smile on his face. “First time here?”
“First time here,” Ron said. “But we’re both…experienced. I’ve been to Venture and have friends who come out all the time. I’ve been meaning to get out and make some of these and always seem to miss them. Kimbra, Grant, Darryl, and Susie will vouch for us.”
The man extended his hand. “Tony.”
They shook with him and introduced themselves.
“How long have you been together?”
Ron snorted. “All my life. She’s my big sister. I’m just here for moral support.”
“Like I said,” she muttered. “Not creepy at alllll.”
 
* * * *
 
Fortunately, Susie, Grant, and Darryl arrived a few minutes later, while Meredith and Ron were still chatting with Tony. The five of them staked out one of the round tables, saving the other five seats for Eliza, Rusty, and the two guys who were apparently bringing her potential match to the munch.
“I feel like I’m being set up on a blind date,” she softly said to Ron as they were taking their seats.
“Because you are, sweetie. Don’t worry—we’re all here.”
They’d set her up at the end of their group and next to a vacant seat so that the guy could sit next to her.
At least with Ron on her other side she’d feel less anxious.
Except he hadn’t even brought an axe with him to dinner.
“What if the guy’s like a total troll or something?”
“I don’t think Eliza would do that to you.”
“You sure about that? She might, since she’s a sadist.”
“She’s not that kind of sadist. I have been assured that the guy has been thoroughly vetted. Once he’s here and they introduce you, try to focus on enjoying dinner together. If nothing else, I got you out of the house for the night and I’m buying you dinner.”
She grumbled a little over that but knew arguing was futile. Once Ron set his mind to something, that was it.
Eliza and Rusty arrived shortly thereafter, and it felt good seeing her old friends again. Eliza gave her a long, gentle hug, holding her. “It’s good to see you,” Eliza whispered. “I promise he’s a nice guy, and no, it won’t hurt my feelings if you don’t hit it off with him.”
“Thanks.”
They took seats on the other side of the table, on Darryl’s far side, leaving the three empty seats.
Eliza checked her phone. “They’ll be here shortly. Noah said they’re a few minutes away.”
“Not going to tell me more about him, huh?”
Eliza grinned. “Sorry, privacy. Just like I didn’t tell him a lot about you. Only the bare-bones basics to protect you both. If you hit it off, you two are responsible for exchanging those kinds of deets between you. I did learn he’s not an asshole, and he’s very well-regarded amongst his peers at work. He’s stable and not crazy.”
“That’s a damn good start.”
Meredith tried to reel in her nervous stomach, which fluttered every time someone opened the meeting room’s door and stepped inside.
Then three guys walked in, the man in front looking around. The first two guys weren’t bad looking, both white guys, but the black guy they’d arrived with…
Holy cow! “Is that the Rock?” Meredith frantically hissed at Eliza.
She turned, grinned, and held up a hand to wave at them and get their attention. “No,” she told Meredith before standing. “But he is your date.”
“Holy fuck,” Ron muttered. “That’s not fair. I want one.”
“Go get your own,” Meredith said, blowing into her hand to check her breath. “This one’s mine. At least for tonight.”
“Eliza, I think I might need to talk to you later,” Ron said. “I might be in need of your services.”
 
* * * *
 
Elvin followed Jackson and Noah into the room and spotted Eliza when she stuck her hand up, waving at them.
Except there weren’t any lone women at the table they were now heading over to.
Eliza stood to hug them in turn, saving Elvin for last before leading him around the table. “Elvin, this is Meredith, and her brother, Ron.”
Ah. He stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you.” She was a cutie, too. Red hair, brown eyes.
Her gaze narrowed as she shook his hand. Not in a bad way, though. “You look really familiar.”
Heat filled his face. He didn’t want to sound like an asshole. “I get that a lot,” he dodged.
“No, I don’t mean that you look like the Rock. I think we’ve met before.”
“Mister Dub?” one of the other two guys at the table said.
His head snapped around. Several of them, including Meredith and her brother, now sported wide eyes. He didn’t recognize them as parents of students, which meant that…
Meredith stood, and he realized she was nearly a foot shorter than him. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “You are, aren’t you? I’m Meri Dutton. You taught me and Ron.” She pointed to the guy seated next to her.
Now he recognized them, vaguely. As Eliza introduced all of them—re-introduced them—he could almost picture all of them as they had been, back in the early days of his teaching career. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was Grant, Darryl, and Susie who’d come up with the Mister Dub moniker his first year teaching, because they’d had another teacher whose name was Wynn, an older white woman who was no relation, and they’d called her Missus Dub.
Well, shit.
“This is awkward,” he finally said.
“Don’t give up too fast there,” Eliza said. “How old are you again?”
“Forty-nine,” he said.
Eliza pointed to Meri. “I just turned forty,” Meri said.
“Well, there you go,” Eliza said. “You guys are only nine years apart. Over twenty years since you last saw each other, right? You’re both consenting adults. As a retired teacher myself, I’m totally cool with it.”
Jackson stepped in and kept his voice low. “Wynn, as an outside observer and fellow teacher, I’m voting you give it a shot. If she was in her early twenties and you’d only taught her five years ago, yeah, that’d be creepy. This is fine, seriously.”
“Only if Meri’s okay with it,” Elvin said. “And if you want to say no, I totally understand.”
She nodded. “I’m good. But…can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“What the hell happened to you? You were…skinny. Now you’re…well, you’re hot!”
He smiled. “Hell is exactly what I went through, and it’s a long story.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Meredith had to admit that Eliza had knocked this one clear out of the park despite the little hiccup of her previous relationship to Wynn. She had to keep fighting the urge to call him Mister Dub, though.
Force of habit.
She didn’t want to fetishize him, but…damn, he was hot. No, now that she was seated next to him it was easier to see him as he really was, but there was no denying at a distance he definitely could pass for the movie star. They settled into their seats and Meredith found herself almost too distracted to peruse the menu.
It was hard to pull her gaze from him.
The teacher she remembered had been tall and thin, head full of hair and perpetually smiling. The only time he ever lost his smile was when he intensely dove into a lesson, teaching them about whatever book it was they were working on, or the lesson, something he was passionate about.
“Any children?” she asked.
“No. Been divorced for a long time.”
“I’m surprised I’m not having to beat women off you with a stick. So why are you still single?”
“How long you got?” His sad smile moved something inside her. “I carried the wrong torch for too long. And I haven’t looked like this for too many years, either. Took a lot to rebuild my body.”
She blanched, thinking about what she’d gone through—what she still wished she could have done, but which was out of reach, for now. “My ex turned out to be a dick,” she said. “When I needed him the most, he checked out. Literally. Thank god for Ron.”
“Are your parents still alive?”
“They’re dead to both of us.” She wanly smiled. “Fair warning—my little brother is my hero and my life, and he’s gay. If that’s a problem for you, do us both a favor and tell me now.”
He shrugged. “Don’t matter to me, long as he’s with consenting adults.”
She breathed a sigh of relief, but before she could speak, Wynn did. “Let me guess—they weren’t happy when he came out?”
“Right out of high school, and they threw him out. Disowned him. I was already away at college in St. Louis, but he was able to move in with a friend. Now he’s an electrician, has a great life, and he came to St. Louis not once, but twice, to rescue my ass when I needed him the most.”
“Is that why you moved back?”
“I lost my job due to downsizing. Then…a bunch of stuff happened at once. Had to sell my condo, and Ron showed up with a moving truck and wouldn’t take no for an answer. So here I am.” She didn’t want to dig too deeply into their rough patches tonight.
What she really wanted to do was give him a lap dance, but that would be frowned upon in a family establishment.
Instead, she focused on the, ironically, easier conversation to have. “So tell me about your kink interests?”
 
* * * *
 
“I’m really new to this.” He felt slightly uncomfortable just jumping in like that, but Eliza had warned him to follow his gut, and his gut told him Meri knew more about kink than he did. Also, that she’d been through something big. The cautious way she picked her way through their conversation so far told him that.
Fair enough, because he felt cautious, too. He still wasn’t convinced this was the world’s greatest idea, no matter how encouraging Jackson and Eliza were.
“New’s fine.” Her smile tugged at his soul in deep places he hadn’t felt touched by sunlight in too damn long. “I like rope, heavy impact, bondage, discipline—a lot of things.”
“I saw a couple do a rope scene last Saturday,” he offered. “At Venture. It was beautiful.” He didn’t want to mention the couple’s name, because the rules he’d agreed to when joining the club specifically warned against doing just that.
“Scrye and June,” Jackson said, apparently paying more attention to their conversation than Elvin realized he’d been. “It’s okay,” he added. “They present classes and demos. As long as it’s something at the club, they don’t mind people talking about their scenes.”
Eliza chimed in. “If you ever want to talk to Scrye, just let me know. They’re good friends. He’s always happy to help people learn. He likes to teach what he does. And their books are amazing, seriously.”
Okay, since Eliza was also saying it, it must be okay. “I wouldn’t mind learning how to do…that. Tying.”
“I know some basics,” Meri said. “I wouldn’t mind showing you. I can’t tie suspension, and it’d be hard for me to teach you while you were suspending me. But it’s definitely fun.”
He was going to ask her more about it when a guy called the group to order. “Hey, welcome to the Suncoast Society munch. If you’re looking for the computer club, we have no idea where they are.” A ripple of laughter circled the room, so Elvin assumed it must be a familiar joke.
“I’m Tony, one of the hosts tonight. Welcome, everyone. I see a few new faces, so let me get the announcements out of the way so we can get to the introductions…”
Elvin glanced at the menu so he wouldn’t hold the server up when it was their turn to order and tried to keep one ear tuned to the announcements.
Uncertainty ran through him. He couldn’t get up and leave, because it’d be rude, and he rode with Jackson and Noah.
Yeah, he was attracted to Meri, and he was still trying to sort out if that really was okay or not.
Yes, it’d been over twenty years since she’d been in his classroom.
But…
But what?
Was he trying to make up excuses when he’d been introduced to a pre-vetted woman who shared some of his less-conventional interests?
Was he trying to sabotage this?
Maybe he was.
Dammit, I want a life, and I’m tired of being alone.
It was hard to have a “conversation” with literally the rest of the table nonchalantly failing to pretend they weren’t all listening and trying to see how they were getting along. Maybe everyone at the table was more experienced in kink than he was, but it didn’t mean he wanted all of them involved in this chat with Meri.
He pulled out his phone and leaned in closer. “Can I send you my number?”
“Sure. Absolutely.” She read hers off to him and he texted her. After taking her phone from her back pocket, she added him to her contacts from the text. “Sorry it’s still a St. Louis number. I guess it doesn’t matter since it’s a cell, but it’s the same one I’ve had for years.”
“It’s fine. I wanted to know if it’d be okay to have dinner together this week. Alone. I mean, at a restaurant.” He took a deep breath and chastised himself for fumbling this even more. “I don’t mean alone-alone. I mean you and me in public. I…I don’t mind talking about myself with all of them around, but unless you’re really comfortable discussing kinky stuff in front of your brother, I’d rather we meet alone to talk.”
She smiled. “You read my mind. Can we meet up tomorrow night? I’m busy on Tuesday and Wednesday.”
“That works perfectly for me. You name the place and time. Anytime after five I can probably make it.” He studied her eyes, the way the golden and green flecks in their brown depths seemed to pick up shards of light. “Eliza told me you have way more experience in all this. More than I do. She also told me to keep an open mind and listen. I don’t even know everything that I don’t know yet, but I’m willing to have as many conversations as we need to have to work on this. If you’re interested.”
 
* * * *
 
Was she interested?
Hell, yes!
“You haven’t said anything to scare me off yet.” She offered him a smile. “I do have a crazy brother, though.”
“That’s true,” Ron interrupted, resting his chin on Meri’s shoulder. “She does. Crazy motherfucker. Owns axes and swords and runs around pretending to be a Viking in his free time.” He grinned.
He tried to remember Ron as a student and had a recollection of him being the funny kind of smart-ass.
Much like he seemed to be now. “Viking?”
“Yeah.” She elbowed her brother and pointed for Ron to turn around and resume his conversation with Jackson and Noah. “Viking re-enactment. Not just randomly acting Viking.”
“Ah. That makes sense. Was he at the Sarasota Ren Fest?”
“Yeah, him and his group.”
“Okay, I think I saw him when I went there.”
The introductions went fast for their table. Wynn went before she did, and simply stood, gave his first name and said, “Nice to be here.”
She kept it simple, too. “Meri, just returned to the area and reconnecting with friends.” She sat without giving her D/s role or saying anything else about herself.
The last thing she wanted was Doms swooping in on her, especially tonight.
All she wanted was uninterrupted talking time with Wynn.
They spent the entire evening chatting, too. As an adult, she saw a different side of him than she remembered. He was funny and thoughtful and damned sexy.
He didn’t appear to be a know-it-all asshat, which was a relief.
He also spent some time chatting with Darryl and Grant, especially Grant, who was a Dominant. She’d excused herself to go to the bathroom and got waylaid by Eliza on her way back. “Well?”
“I think you did great.”
“He really seems to like you.”
But on her return to the table, Meredith caught the tail-end of a comment from Wynn to Grant.
“…but thick and curvy women, too. Who wants a skinny toothpick with bones sticking out all over?”
She wasn’t exactly a toothpick, but she didn’t exactly hit the curvy end of the scale anymore, either. She’d closed her eyes on a surgeon’s table, with an hourglass figure trying to kill her, and awakened pear-shaped and soon-to-be-single.
Breathe. Don’t assume anything. For all she knew, it was an out-of-context statement that could be totally innocent.
Mostly, she did pretty good with that, too.
Mostly.
By the time they reached the end of the evening, she already knew when and where she wanted to eat the next evening. “You know that Cuban place at Bahia Vista and 41?”
“Yeah?”
“How about there at six?”
He smiled. “It’s a date.”
Reluctance slammed into her when he offered his hand to shake before they parted ways and she wanted to hug him.
Then his comment about thick and curvy women slammed back into her brain, as did her mental restriction upon herself about hugging others. She had started in for a hug, pulled up when she realized what she was doing, then forced herself to continue after he opened his arms to her.
She kept it short and struggled against the conflicting thoughts in her brain.
One simple pleasure she hadn’t been able to engage in ever since that morning Peter broke up with her.
Too self-conscious to enjoy human contact, unless it was hugging Ron.
I need to talk to Wynn about this.
Because if he was going to have a problem with her about it, better to find out now rather than delay the agony.
They were halfway home when Ron broke the easy silence. “You didn’t tell him about your cancer.”
“No.” She stared out the window.
“Question—”
“Because we had a table full of people watching and listening to our every word. I get to choose when and how I tell people.”
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Meri. It was breast cancer. You’re a survivor.”
“I don’t care,” she quietly said. “Please respect my wishes.”
His aggravated sigh meant he’d back off, but he wasn’t happy about it.
Now the trick was to not get her hopes up too much before she could talk to Wynn about it.
And hope that he wasn’t put off by her when he knew the full story.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Monday morning, Elvin awoke after sleeping pretty damn good, for a change. He still regretted mowing the lawn, but at least he wasn’t hurting as badly as he worried he might be.
And he had something to look forward to that night.
After thirty minutes of stretching and low-impact exercise, he headed for the shower. No workout this morning. He’d pick it back up on Tuesday rather than risking triggering another pain cycle. He didn’t want to resort to using the vape pen if he could avoid it. He was no hero, but he also didn’t want it to become a crutch.
He’d just reached his desk and set his bag down when Jackson skittered into the room after him and wearing a wide grin, snagging the door and pulling it closed. “Well?”
“Well what?”
“You guys are going out tonight, right?” He wore a pleased grin.
“Yes, we are, but come on, dawg. Please don’t do this.”
“Do what?”
“Act like a damn mother hen. We literally just met. Don’t expect a movie miracle, bruh.”
“She’s perfect for you. And I sent Tristan a generic text and he agrees the circumstances are fine.”
He turned on Jackson. “Dude! You do not get to tell others about my relationships!”
“I didn’t. Duh. I said generic. I asked his opinion on if it’s been over twenty years since someone taught a student, and there’s less than ten years age difference between them, is it kosher if they date, and he agreed it’s fine. So chill.” Jackson waggled a finger at him. “Do not sabotage this just because you’re hung up. That’s three of us teachers now saying there’s nothing wrong with you dating her.”
“I’m not hung up on anything but not wantin’ the entire teaching world of Sarasota County knowin’ my shit!”
Jackson’s grin widened. “Have fun tonight. I’m going to want a full report tomorrow.” He headed for the door.
“You ain’t gettin’ one!”
Jackson waggled his fingers at Elvin over his shoulder but didn’t turn.
Shit.
He’d been doing pretty good not thinking about Meri so far today, but now that his mind had turned to her, he couldn’t think about anything but her.
Damn good thoughts, too.
Okay, I can’t hate on Jackson too much. The man had indirectly introduced the two of them.
Plus the man had a point. He couldn’t sabotage this just because of his fear.
Now all that remained was him making it through dinner that night without acting like a total jackass and scaring her off.
 
* * * *
 
Meri arrived first at work Monday morning. This part of the job was easy. She had a key and an alarm code and got the building unlocked and opened up. The work wasn’t nearly as difficult as she’d been making it out to be at first. As she learned the accounting software and started picking up the industry lingo, she was panicking less and less.
Leo had assured her as long as she wasn’t rude to customers, there were few mistakes he couldn’t forgive, and she strove to live up to the faith he’d put in her. She’d actually taken one of their suppliers’ catalogs home with her over the weekend to go through it to familiarize herself with it. She’d likely never be a welder, but she wanted to know the difference between the different kinds of supplies the guys used, and understand at least some terminology. She’d also watched several YouTube videos about welding basics.
Admittedly, it was a more interesting job than her previous one, which entailed sorting statistics and data and compiling reports and analyses, all from the comfort of a cubicle twice as large as most of her coworkers’ cubes, because she’d been there longer and was a supervisor.
For all the good that got me.
She’d already watched Leo repair an outboard lower unit in the shop, as well as weld a boat trailer frame. Plus they were fabricating a custom firepit for a man who was a fan of Game of Thrones and wanted dragons on it. They did everything from custom fabrication to on-site repairs of heavy machinery, a diverse spectrum of services she’d never thought about before.
Their dad had been an accountant and couldn’t even replace the guts in the toilet by himself. Fortunately, she and Ron had taken after their mother’s father, who’d been a mechanic, and they both had a knack with their hands.
Leo arrived shortly after she’d finished rolling up the back door.
“Dang, you weren’t kidding when you said you didn’t mind being here first, were you?”
“I really appreciate you giving me this chance, Leo.”
“Hey, I believe in paying it forward. A lot of people locally helped us out when I had my accident, and then again when Kenny was born. I’m willing to take a chance on someone one of our friends in common recommends to me.”
They were still alone in the shop. “Can I ask you a lifestyle question?”
“Sure.”
“I’m not sure who Kenny is. Is he your son, or Nate’s, or Jesse’s?”
He smiled. “Yes.” Then he laughed. “Hey, never ask a sadist a question like that. Nate is Kenny’s biological father, but we all co-parent. Just like Jesse and Nate are Laurel’s step-fathers. We share a large house, and we take turns with the kids so the other parents can have a little free time. It works for the kids and for the adults.”
“That’s awesome, seriously.”
“Thanks.” He smiled. “Sooo. The munch was last night.”
“Yeah?”
“I know Eliza was trying to pair you up with someone.”
She nodded. “She did.”
He winced. “That bad? She’s usually dead-on.”
“No, actually, we’re going to dinner tonight.”
“Then why do you not seem happy about that?”
“Personal time?”
“Yeah.”
She gave him a quick rundown. Leo was easy to talk to, and she knew from what everyone else had said about him that he wasn’t the kind of guy to go running his mouth and blabbing your personal discussions. It was nice having someone from work in the lifestyle, someone she could talk to.
He slowly nodded. “Well, before you jump to conclusions, let him explain himself. Maybe it was like you said, heard out of context. And, honestly? If he isn’t into you because of what you went through with your cancer? Fuck him. You can do way better, in that case.”
“This is new territory for me. I haven’t really tried to date since Peter. I was too busy recovering and then trying to find a job, and…” She shrugged. “I’m really out of practice.”
“Be yourself. I remember how terrified I was. Eliza wouldn’t have matched you up with him if she didn’t grill him herself. She’s pretty damn tough when it comes to that.”
“So I’ve heard.”
One of the other guys arrived, ending their chance to talk privately.
All she could do was hope her worst fears weren’t realized tonight. Because she didn’t really want life to kick her yet again.
Also, she didn’t have bail money to get Ron out of jail for threatening to axe someone.
 
* * * *
 
Ron wasn’t home from work yet when Meredith returned home. She still had a couple of hours before her date with Wynn, which he’d confirmed earlier in the afternoon via text.
That was good, right? That he didn’t take the opportunity to back out?
She grabbed a shower and felt a brief moment of panic when she realized she didn’t know where any of her “going out” clothes were. They were still packed.
Following close on the heels of that the revelation that she really didn’t need those clothes yet. Those were the kinds of clothes she’d wear to a BDSM club or a private party, not to a Cuban restaurant in Sarasota for dinner.
I’m really out of practice.
She dug out a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved blouse with bell sleeves and that the fabric twisted in the front, over her chest, helping disguise things a little. At least she’d be able to wear any heels she wanted. Peter had only been three inches taller than her and unless they were going to a lifestyle event, he didn’t want her wearing heels that made her taller than him.
Should’ve been another damn clue.
She’d just finished fixing her hair and putting on her makeup when Ron returned home. He stopped in her bathroom doorway and gave an appreciative whistle.
“Nice.”
“Not too much?”
“Nah. Perfect. Casually chic. You’ll slay, honey.”
“Thanks.” She turned to him. “You didn’t hear him say anything last night that rang warning bells for you, did you?”
He scowled. “No, why? Did you?”
She shrugged and turned back to the mirror. “Probably nothing.”
“No, tell me what you heard.”
“When I was returning to the table, he was talking to Grant and Darryl. I think you were up and talking to Everett and Wylie. I heard Wynn say something about liking thick and curvy women. I didn’t hear the whole thing.”
Ron’s right eyebrow slowly slid skyward. “You’re thinking about tanking this on a partially-heard statement taken completely out of context?”
“Not…tanking this. Just don’t want to screw up. Look how badly I fucked up with Peter.”
“All I know is that Eliza apparently trusts the guy, and from what Grant, Darryl, and Susie told me, that whole Frightful Five gang is like the Delta Force of kinky matchmaking. I think you’re safe. Don’t make up red flags that don’t exist just because you were burned before. Talk to him tonight and ask him what it was about.”
She must have been wearing a “look” because he stepped inside and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Look, stubborn. I know you know how to communicate. I’ve seen you do it. Stop putting up walls. What’s the worst that can happen? You ask, he answers and owns up to it and admits he’s not really attracted to you, you have dinner, you come home, we drink mead to drown your sorrows.
He held up a finger. “Or…now, hear me out, because I know this is crazy-talk. Maaaaybe he explains the context, he is attracted to you, you have dinner and a great time, and you come home with your next date scheduled. And, of course, we drink mead in celebration.”
“I sense a running theme with you.”
“Come on, mead rocks, and you know it. Maybe I blew my liking of harder stuff out the window in my younger years, okay? My roommate’s brother lived with us and made liquor store runs for us. He was twenty-one. It took me maybe six months to lose my taste for the crap. It’s only been in the past couple of years I rediscovered the joys of sipping a nice wine or hard cider.”
“Or mead.”
He grinned. “Fuck, yeah. Mead rocks.”
 
* * * *
 
Meredith left with plenty of time in case traffic was an issue. She arrived ten minutes early, and was just getting out of her car when Wynn pulled into the parking lot and parked in an empty space three down from her.
She waited for him, her nerves and anxiety loudly jangling inside her like meth-addicted cowbells in a dance-off.
It was nice to see she still felt attracted to him, though, when he climbed out of his car. He moved a little slowly, at first. Like he was in pain or something. He looked sharp, pressed dress slacks, loafers, and a button-up long-sleeved shirt with a tie.
Damn.
Her heart—and other places—fluttered with pleasure at the sight of him.
She waited for him to walk over to her and she accepted the offered hug.
“Thanks for seeing me again tonight,” he said.
“I’ve been looking forward to it.”
He even opened and held the door for her, and before long, they were seated in a booth and perusing menus. She didn’t miss how nearly every woman in the joint—and more than a few of the men—cast appreciative glances at Wynn as they made their way to their table.
“Apparently,” he said once they were seated and alone, “Jackson took an informal poll.” He smiled. “I was concerned about us knowing each other before, but with the circumstances being what they are, it’s been deemed ‘not creepy.’”
The smile he wore couldn’t be denied a reply. “Honestly? I think I got past that last night. They’re right that it’s been more than a whole lifetime since then. For me, anyway.”
Thick and curvy.
Which she…wasn’t.
She sucked in a breath, ready to tackle it head-on when the waitress reappeared to take their drink orders and Meredith chickened out.
“I think a lot of it has to do with I barely recognized you,” she admitted. “We’re both totally different people now.”
“I hope you can be patient with me.”
She frowned. “With you?”
“I’m new to all of this. You know a lot more about it than I do. Have a lot more experience. I hope I don’t bore you as a Top.”
“Oh. No, that hasn’t even crossed my mind.”
Chicken.
“Eliza told me that, in BDSM, it’s preferable to admit you don’t know something and ask a lot of questions.”
She nodded. “She’s right.”
Bok.
“I’ve been scared to do this before now. I was worried about my job.” He laughed. “I didn’t know I was surrounded by kinky people.”
“We’re everywhere.”
Bok bok.
“So Ron’s into the lifestyle, too?”
“Yeah. He and I don’t discuss…details, though. I mean, we love each other but there’s a…boundary, I guess? Comfort zone? Relationships, that’s different. We’ll talk to each other about that, but the specifics we avoid.”
“Ah. It’s good the two of you are so close.”
“Yeah. What about you?”
His smile looked forced. “Estranged from most of my family. They live out of state. Illinois. Ironically, I’m closer to my ex’s family than my own.”
“You are?”
“Yeah. She lives up in Georgia, and has ever since she left me. They weren’t happy with her for how she left me, either. I guess I unofficially got custody of them in the divorce.” His playful smirk made her want to shove all doubts aside and jump into this head-first…
But that wasn’t smart.
And she was stalling.
Before she could bring up the topic, the waitress returned with their beverages and to take their orders…and Meredith’s courage fled. “That’s good that you’re close to them, I guess,” she said once they were alone again.
He slowly nodded. “They saved my life.” He let out a sigh. “And I’m not even exaggerating.”
“Saved your life?”
“After my accident.” He slowly nodded. “You’re lucky to have a brother you’re so close to. You have no idea how lucky.”
“Believe me,” she said, “I know.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
From the moment he arrived, Elvin sensed a slight…distance in Meri that hadn’t been present last night. As their dinner continued, the feeling grew stronger in him. Like she was hiding something.
But she wasn’t saying anything.
Maybe I’m wrong.
He gently steered them away from discussing his adopted family and they discussed kink. He learned a lot from her just through their discussion, fine nuances of play he hadn’t thought about before.
They were nearly through eating when he finally spoke up. “Would you be interested in meeting me at Venture to play at some point in the future?”
Meredith grimly smiled, and it flashed through Elvin’s mind that he had a feeling he was going to wish he hadn’t asked. “I’m not sure I’m going to be a very fun play partner at the club,” she said, her tone now sounding subdued.
“Why would you say that?”
“Because…I don’t play nude in public.”
“I thought you said you used to?”
“I did.”
She didn’t elaborate.
“Is it because I was your teacher?”
“No, that’s not it at all.”
He had to ask it, to put it out on the table, this uncomfortable, awkward undertone he’d sensed all evening between them. “Is it because I’m black?”
Her eyes widened. “What? No! Of course not!”
“Then please tell me what’s going on. I’m not a mind reader, and I’ve felt some sort of discomfort from you all evening.”
She looked like she was still trying to recover from his comment. “Because I’m self-conscious, okay?” She crossed her arms over her chest, and her tone grew low, defensive. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed a distinct difference in me from when I was in high school. Physical difference.”
“Uh, I never have looked at students like that, sorry. That’s just…creepy.”
“Then maybe you’ve noticed a difference comparing me to other women.” Now she wouldn’t meet his gaze.
He felt more than confused—he felt totally lost. “Look, can we back up? Because I feel like I missed something vital.”
She stared at him for a long, silent moment that he refused to disturb before her gaze dropped, as did her voice.
“I had a double mastectomy.” She now spoke so quietly he could barely hear her, and was hugging herself. “I found out when my cancer was diagnosed that I also have the gene for it, and had to fight my insurance company to do it even though my doctor insisted it was necessary because of that and my family history. Still, they didn’t want to pay for all of it. All they wanted to pay for was a lumpectomy. Had a massive battle on my hands with appeals and stuff, just the kind of stress I didn’t need on top of everything else I was going through.
“I ran through my savings and retirement with the surgery and treatments. Then, because of how the surgeon had to do it, he couldn’t do the reconstruction at the same time. I needed to heal from that, go through treatments to make sure they didn’t miss anything, before I could have the reconstruction. I went from a DD cup down to an A. With losing my job, and not being able to work, it literally broke me. I couldn’t afford to pay for insurance anymore, much less a reconstruction. Not when I didn’t have a job and I still had bills to pay.”
It felt like the breath had been yanked from his lungs. “Meri…I-I’m so sorry, honey.”
“Yeah, well…not like my whole self-image was tied up in who I thought I was because of my body.” Her tone dripped venom he understood all too well wasn’t directed at him in particular, just at life’s follies—and more than a little at herself. “I didn’t realize that until…after. I never thought I was one of those kinds of women to whom body image was everything.”
She sniffled. “Turns out I was. Not like I didn’t get really popular between my sophomore and junior years in high school, finally, because my boobs grew huge over the summer. Not like my last Dominant and boyfriend dumped me literally the morning he brought me home from the hospital after my surgery. Thank god for Ron flying out. Peter told me when he broke up with me that morning that he was sorry, but he wasn’t attracted to me anymore, and didn’t want to lie to me. One of his favorite things was tying me up, especially my breasts, and doing breast and nipple torture.”
A harsh laugh escaped her. “No breasts, no nipples. Did me a favor, he said, because he didn’t want to be a dick and dump me right before the surgery, or immediately after, when I was still in the hospital. Son of a bitch didn’t even bother to so much as buy me a get well card or anything. You’d think some ‘sorry I don’t want you anymore’ flowers at the very least.”
“Asshole,” he muttered.
He didn’t realize he’d said it aloud, until she finally glanced his way.
“My own fault. He wasn’t very romantic, even in the beginning, and that should have been a clue. No flowers, no cards, always worried about appearances, his and mine. I was with him for three years, and looking back…well, let’s just say I should have been choosier. Hindsight and all that bullshit. I can see the red flags now, but I didn’t then.
“I’m not looking for sympathy, either. Bad genes, literally. I’m lucky they caught it early and found out I had the gene so I could get the surgery. After they found the first spot, they did a more detailed scan and found one in my other breast. I felt sort of shitty last October. It was Breast Cancer Awareness Month, and here are all these women and even men out marching in cancer walks, and all I wanted to do was hide from the world. I had blouses and dresses that didn’t fit me right anymore. Only benefit was I could finally go around without a bra, if I wanted.”
Her expression darkened again. “Not like I had ones that fit me anymore, at first. Oh, and reducing my risk of dying of cancer, I guess.” She sighed. “Maybe I’m superficial after all, but I lost my fucking job, couldn’t find another one, found out I had cancer, lost my boyfriend and Dom, went broke and had to sell my condo and move in with my little brother—which meant he had to rescue me, again—it was like the world wasn’t happy merely kicking me when I was down, it had to shit on me in the process.”
He reached across the table and took her hand, not prying her arms apart, just holding her fingers, his thumb stroking her knuckles. “We don’t have to play at the club. We’ll only play when and where you want.”
“That’s not very fair to you.”
“That’s for me to decide.”
“Yeah, but this is your dream, and you’re seeing…me.”
“So? My dream is to finally have a partner who can meet me in the middle and who isn’t turned off by me and my needs. My dream isn’t playing in a dungeon. Is that something I’d like us to maybe work toward? Sure, but if we don’t it’s not even close to a deal-breaker for me.”
“I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to play with someone else.”
“Okay, can we stop with you trying to guess what I want? Because, I gotta tell you, you suck at it so far.” He hoped his smile would clue her in that he was trying to lighten the mood a little.
Apparently, it did, because the outer edges of her lips faintly curled upward. “Peter told me I could be pushy, too.”
“Well, lucky for me, I like pushy women.” He gently squeezed her fingers. “I want a doormat, I’ll go to the store and buy me one.”
Her smile widened.
“Is this why you’ve been freaking out tonight?” he asked. “You’ve been worried about how I’d react?”
“Yeah. Kinda.”
“Only kinda?”
When she chewed on her bottom lip, she looked absolutely fricking adorable. “A lot.” Another sigh. “Mostly.”
Relief filled him. “I can understand that.”
“Especially when I heard you and Grant and Darryl talking last night, and I caught the tail-end of you telling them you had a thing for ‘thick and curvy’ girls.”
Now he felt like shit that he’d caused her that kind of anguish. “That’s in general, and again, not a deal-breaker.”
“You sure?”
“I’m attracted to you, aren’t I?”
“Are you?” He felt her brittle, fragile shell, the one she was trying to hastily construct around her heart to protect herself.
“I’m here, talking to you, right now,” he gently said. “That should tell you something.”
She glanced down again. She hadn’t unwrapped her arms from around herself, and he felt…helpless.
He laid his hand over hers, persistent, determined to show her he wasn’t trying to play her and couldn’t be scared off that easily. “I’m not exactly a stranger to medical issues and life-changing scars.”
“No?”
“I was in a car wreck six years ago, right before the end of the school year. Guy on his phone crossed the yellow line and hit me head-on. Got busted up pretty bad. I’ve got more than a few scars of my own.”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “Like you care about scars.”
“Yeah, I did. Used to.” He pulled out his phone and showed her the before-the-accident picture. “That was me just a couple of weeks before it happened.”
“Holy crap, you were still skinny.”
“Yeah. I was damn lucky I liked to run, I guess. Was in really good shape in that way, at least. Couldn’t do that after my accident, though. Not at first. I was in a coma for two weeks. Couldn’t even walk. Was in the hospital for nearly a month. Couldn’t get around without a wheelchair for a while. So damn weak I couldn’t even open a stupid water bottle by myself.”
He showed her the picture of him in the hospital two weeks after the wreck, when he came out of the coma. “That’s what I meant about Momma and Albert and Sondra saving my life. I couldn’t take care of myself, at first. They stepped in and took care of me when my own family couldn’t even be bothered to help out.”
“Looks like you recovered pretty well.”
“In most ways. Took a long damn time. I ended up taking my PT to a serious level. I made it back to school in the fall, but I was still using a wheelchair, at first, because I wasn’t supposed to put weight and strain on my pelvis by walking much or standing all day. I asked one of the coaches at the school to help me out, because hell, I was there all day at school, and I knew he was a personal trainer. He had me start with hand weights and swimming. That I could do. Arm machines.
“Once I was cleared to walk again, he had me start out on legs. I wasn’t supposed to do high-impact workouts at first. No running, no elliptical, nothing like that. So…machines. Lots of reps at lower weights. Pull-ups, leg presses. Building muscles. Realized I was starting to bulk up a little. Pants that were hanging off me even before my accident, I could barely fit in anymore, and not because of fat. Shirts, too. Started getting different kinds of looks than I had before the accident. Good and…maybe a little intimidated, depending if it was a woman or a man looking at me.”
He tapped his temple. “But that skinny, unpopular, bookworm geek from high school was still in my brain, right? Couldn’t believe a good-looking woman would want to go out with me. Would think maybe she was just mind-fucking me. Keisha had left and divorced me after telling me about all my failings as a man, and I’d loved the hell out of her. Except she’d proved every damn self-doubt about myself was right. Wasn’t sure how to put myself out there again, even so many years after my divorce.”
“What changed?”
“This is gonna sound stupid, but Fifty Shades of Black.”
“Don’t you mean Grey?”
He snorted. “No, Black. Was at a friend’s house one night for dinner and to watch a game. His wife and her friends were howling with laughter in her bedroom, and I went back to check it out. They were watching it. I ended up watching the movie with them instead of the game. It’s a spoof of the series, but I went home and bought it digitally from Amazon and watched it from the beginning. There was shit in there that was hysterical they all missed because they weren’t in on it, besides the obvious stuff.
“Yeah, it was goofy as fuck, but there was a thread of truth in it and it hit my fantasies. Started researching the real stuff. But I was still working for the county school system then. I was only a couple of years from retirement, and I still needed my insurance. No way would I have risked getting out with the lifestyle locals back then. I still have pain days now, but back then, I was in pain more days than not. A good day was one I didn’t need to start the morning stretching for twenty minutes when I got out of bed, and could settle for taking ibuprofen to function.”
“And the bad?”
“I weaned myself off prescription painkillers a couple of years ago. I was starting to have trouble with them.”
“But…you said you drink on occasion.”
“I know. I don’t have a problem with alcohol. I was developing a tolerance to the medicine. They’d stopped working and I didn’t want to keep jacking the dosage up and land in a bad place. I’m no hero. When we have a weather front come through, everything aches like a motherfucker, and I’m the first to admit I’m a real cranky sonofabitch when I’m in the bad kind of pain. Which is one reason I’m still alone. I can be a miserable bastard. Last three girlfriends, who I obviously didn’t know before I’d had my accident, thought I was exaggerating and just being a dick.”
“I can understand that. The pain making you miserable, I mean.” She scowled. “I think now most of my pain is the mental kind. My surgery pain is mostly gone.”
“And you asked me why I would retire and change jobs when Sorrellson was paying me just a little more than the county? Because they have one important perk I couldn’t get from the county.”
“What’s that?”
“They allow their teachers to use medical marijuana. I have to have it on file with them, I have to get a mandatory drug test monthly to make sure I’m not taking things that aren’t disclosed, and I’m not allowed to drive students anywhere. But now when I have those really bad pain days, I can use my vape pen and take the edge off.
“I don’t apologize for it, either. It’s easier on my body than the oral meds I was taking with far fewer side effects. I might only need it one day in a month, or I might need it daily for two solid weeks. It helps me function on the worst days and keeps me off harder stuff that could suck me into a full-blown addiction. And it helps me cut back on over-the-counter stuff that might rot my liver. I know you said drugs were a hard limit for you, so I’ll understand if you want to change your mind about me now.”
Now her brown eyes had focused on his. “That’s all you take? You don’t do anything else?”
“Social drinker, on occasion.”
“But you have a prescription for it?”
“I do. I carry the card in my wallet. I also do not drink when I need to use it. I’m overly cautious.”
“Pain sucks,” she softly said. “Going through that surgery really hurt, and I felt like a weenie for it because I’d always prided myself on being a really heavy masochist.”
“Then maybe we were meant to meet again for a reason. I’m more about the control than the pain, although being a little bit of a sadist excites me.”
 
* * * *
 
With her admissions out on the table, Meredith felt most of the weight lift from her shoulders, even if she still felt filled with doubt. “I would like to play with you, but I have a condition first.”
“Okay.”
“This is going to sound weird.”
“I teach for a living. Try me.”
“I’d rather date for a few weeks before we play.”
He nodded. “That’s more than fair.”
“And sleep together before we play. If we get to that point.”
“Um, okay. But can I ask why?”
“It’s what I need to do for me right now. We can still go to the club and watch. And before you ask, no, this isn’t so much about you as it is about me.”
He tipped his head to the side and studied her for a long moment. “Is there something you’re holding back?”
She didn’t want to box him in by telling him she assumed he’d be repelled by her physical appearance, with him assuring her no, he wouldn’t…just for him to have to retract that statement later.
In her head, she almost heard Ron yelling at her for this. “A lot of your self-doubts happened especially before your accident, right? After your ex left you?”
He slowly nodded. “Won’t say I’m completely shed of them, but yeah.”
“Most of mine have been since I lost my job. I need a lower level of trust for sex than I do for play. I need to return to this slowly. Especially after the way my ex left me.”
“That’s fair.”
They finished their meal and before Meredith could ask for a split check, he took it and laid a credit card in the payment folder, handing it back to the waitress.
He offered Meredith a smile. “My treat.” He leaned forward, his expression growing serious again. “Are we really good?”
“We are.” She wanted this to work out. “When can we get together again?”
“You said you’re busy on Tuesday and Wednesday.”
“Well…I am. But you could come with on Wednesday, if you want.”
“Maybe. What’s going on?”
She smiled. “How do you feel about mead? I’ll warn you, there is a correct answer.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Ron met her at the front door with two mugs of mead in hand, handing her one. “Well?”
She smiled and raised hers. “Skål!”
He grinned and gently clinked mugs with her. “Skål!”
Once they were in the living room and seated on the couch, she gave him deets.
He faked what she assumed was supposed to be a Viking-ish accent. “So I get to tip a horn with him on Wednesday, eh? Very sneaky, shield maiden. Letting brother get to know him by liquoring me up in the process. You know the way straight to my heathen heart, don’t you?”
“I’m not exactly an amateur.” He’d only poured them half mugs, so it wasn’t like she was a boozehound.
She hoped.
“Mead is forever!” He clinked mugs with her again.
“Mead is forever.” She sipped. “And, apparently, so is anxiety and self-doubt.”
He dropped the accent. “Come on. Spill it.”
She did, the whole thing, including Wynn’s story of what he went through, not just with his divorce, but his accident, too.
“Wow,” Ron said, dropping the act. “Sounds like he’s been through the wringer.”
“Yeah.”
“I guess that’s smart of you to start slow like that. I can see why you’d want to know how he’ll react.” He reached out and gently poked her in the shoulder. “Just don’t push him away for no good reason, stubborn. I know you’ve been burned before, in a bigger way than most. It doesn’t mean he’s going to burn you, too.” He smirked. “So why mead night?”
She shrugged. “I had fun. I want to keep going with you and your friends. I need new friends, and not just kinky ones. I miss having a vanilla social life. I need to see if he’s going to fit in and accept all of me.”
“What about him and his life?”
“That’s up to him to invite me in. I hope he does. I’m not going to wrap my life around him, and I don’t expect him to wrap his around me. Not right now. Not without us getting to know each other first.”
“I can’t fault you there, sis. But you’re wanting me to see if I spot any red flags, aren’t you?”
“Duh.”
 
* * * *
 
Jackson intercepted Elvin in the hall the next morning and fell into step with him. “Well?”
“Well?”
“Last night. Your date. How’d it go?”
“It went fine.”
“Only fine?”
“We’re just starting to get to know each other. We’re taking things slow. We are going out on Wednesday evening. I’m going with her and her brother to some sort of Viking thing he does.”
Jackson frowned. “Viking thing?”
“Literal Vikings. Re-enactors. They’re meeting at a growler bar for mead night.”
“Oh. You want backup?”
“I think I can handle it, but thanks.” They’d reached Elvin’s room and he turned. “I don’t have any salacious deets to share with you. Even if I did, I wouldn’t.”
“I just wanted to see how everything went. And if you feel you need a wingman—men—we’re happy to show up for backup.”
“I’m an adult, but thanks for the offer.”
It touched him his friend wanted to help, but…
Yeah. He needed to sink or swim on his own, and there was already enough nervous energy rumbling through him without Jackson adding to it. Even his workout this morning—a light one—hadn’t helped where it usually left him feeling calm and centered.
He sent Meri a text later that afternoon, after he’d returned home from work. He was a little surprised when his phone rang seconds later. “Hey, you,” he answered. “I thought you were busy today?”
“I am. I just got home. I’m hopping in the shower and then heading to Susie’s for D&D.”
“Vikings and D&D. I’m sensing a theme.”
“The Vikings are more Ron’s thing than mine. I’m going for the people part of it.”
“Well, have fun tonight. I hope you kill the monsters, or loot the dungeon, or whatever it is you do.”
Her laugh made him smile. “Thanks. And I did have a good time last night. I’m looking forward to tomorrow night.”
“Me, too.”
He was. First time he seriously felt hopeful in a long while. She had her issues, he had his issues. They could maybe understand each other a little better, considering what they’d both survived.
“Want me to text you when I get home?”
“If you want to. I’ll be up until eleven, probably.”
“Okay. Talk to you later, Wynn.”
“You know…” He thought about it. “Call me Elvin, please.”
“I thought you said everyone usually calls you Wynn?”
“They…do. Most everyone. But I’d like it if you called me Elvin.”
“Sure, but why?”
He thought about the sound of her voice that final day when she’d dropped the bomb on him. “Keisha called me Wynn and there’s still some baggage there, I guess. Now I only let people I’m really close to call me Elvin. I think I’d rather you call me that.”
He could hear the smile in her voice. “No Mister Dub, huh?”
He laughed. “No. Please, no.”
“All right, Elvin. Thank you. I’ll text you later.”
“Thanks, sweetie. Have fun.”
“Thanks.”
When he ended the call he thought about last night. The vulnerability in her expression as she talked about her cancer.
About how her ex broke up with her.
I’m gonna take my time, as slow as we need to.
Not just for her sake, but for his own.
 
* * * *
 
On Wednesday, Meri and Ron picked him up on their way to the growler bar. Ron insisted Elvin take the front seat, and Ron was…
“What is that you’re wearing?”
He grinned. “I’m a Viking.” He sure was, from tunic to shoes.
“Is that a sword back there?”
“Yes, it is,” Meri said. “Believe me, he’s actually dressed on the mild end of things tonight.”
“Okay, then.” He took the front seat while Ron slid into the back. Meri leaned in for a quick kiss, which basically sent every last thought he’d had out of his skull. “Thanks for driving tonight,” he managed.
“Thanks for coming along and putting up with my crazy brother.”
“I am part of the deal,” Ron admitted. “Hope that’s okay.”
Elvin chuckled. “It’s fine, man. It’s fine.”
When they arrived, Meri slipped her hand into his for the walk inside, he was happy to note. After being introduced to the other—yes, Vikings—Elvin perused their menu. “What do you recommend?”
“The mead,” Ron said.
“Mead is forever!” one of the guys called out, answered by everyone responding, “Mead is forever!”
“Guess I’ll try the mead then,” Elvin said with a smile.
Once again it was another night, another event where he was the only black person in the place. At least he felt welcomed by Ron’s friends, who were trying to talk him into coming out and doing combat with them.
By his third glass of mead, he was tempted to say yes, until he thought more about the reality. “I’m sorry, but y’all would literally kick my ass. I was in a bad accident a few years back. Just mowing the grass last weekend nearly did me in.”
He wasn’t sure how Meri would react to that admission, but fuck it. He felt good tonight, he was laughing and enjoying himself, and Ron had apparently adopted him even if Elvin wasn’t drinking out of a horn.
Meri looked amused as they made their way down to the pizza restaurant. “You and Ron are really hitting it off, huh?”
Elvin smiled. “Mead is forever!”
A chorus of, “Mead is forever!” sounded off around them.
Ron slung an arm around Elvin’s shoulders. “Did I tell you I have an axe?”
“A few times, yeah.”
“Don’t worry. If you ever need backup, call me.” Ron looked around him, at Meri. “I like him. He’s not scared of me.”
“Peter wasn’t scared of you.”
“And he should’ve been. Rat bastard.”
She rolled her eyes but looked adorable doing it.
“I promise I’ll do my best to not get Ron pissed off at me,” Elvin told her.
She rose up on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you. I’d rather not have to referee a fight between you two.”
 
* * * *
 
Ron was sloshed. If Elvin was, he wasn’t showing it much. Maybe smiling a little wider and more freely than he had before, but that was about all.
Meredith had a lot of fun tonight. Elvin had entered a discussion with one of the Viking women about Beowulf that had quickly bored the pants right off Meredith, but she didn’t mind, because it was fun listening to him, the passion he held about the topic. Then he got into an exchange with Ron and a couple of the other guys, exchanging Monty Python lines, and was discussing hip-hop music with yet another.
He was…normal. Had interests outside of kink.
It seemed like, in retrospect, the only thing she and Peter had in common was kink, and even when out with friends, they were usually kinky friends, not vanilla ones.
“I’m dropping you off first, Ron,” she said once they’d finished dinner and were on their way back.
“Why?”
“You’re an idiot, bro.”
“Oh.” He giggled from the backseat. “Sorry. Carry on.”
Once he was out of the car and they were heading for Elvin’s, she said it. “Thank you for coming tonight. I had a great time. I hope you did, too.”
“I did.”
She reached over for his hand and pulled it onto her thigh. “Good. Hope Ron doesn’t scare you off.”
“I can tell he really loves you.”
“We’re the only family we really have with our parents out of the picture.”
“I know that feeling.”
“I wanted to get you alone to talk.”
“Uh-oh.”
She squeezed his hand. “Good talking, not bad talking.”
“Okay.”
“I wanted to let you know how much I appreciate you coming out tonight. And how much I appreciate you being patient with me. Peter really did a number on me. I need…normal. More than you can possibly imagine.”
He turned his hand over and laced fingers with her. “I’m happy to take this at your speed.”
“Are you busy Saturday night? I thought we could meet everyone at Sigalo’s for dinner and then go to the club. Just to watch and talk.”
“I’m down. Did you want me to pick you up, or would you feel more comfortable driving yourself?”
“If you wouldn’t mind picking me up, that’d be nice.”
“Are we taking Ron with us?”
She could tell from his tone he wasn’t irritated about that. “Only if he insists on coming. I’ll…dissuade him.”
“Don’t upset him. I don’t mind if he wants to tag along.”
“No, I won’t. But I want to spend time alone with you. We need that.”
“Whatever makes you comfortable.”
 
* * * *
 
An easy quiet descended, just the radio playing in the background. Elvin waited for her to speak.
“I haven’t been with anyone…since,” she admitted.
“Since your surgery?”
“Yeah.”
“Even more reason to take this slow. I’m okay with that, as long as you talk to me and tell me what you’re thinking. I’ve been hurt, you’ve been hurt. What’s that they say about how hurt people hurt people? I don’t want us to hurt each other because of stuff others did to us.”
She nodded, her gaze focused on the road ahead, her features softly lit by the dashboard lights. “It hurt, all right,” she said.
“I know we’re not moving into BDSM yet, and that’s fine. For now, I want you to set the pace. Once you feel comfortable with me, though, I’m going to want to take charge. That’s what I want to happen eventually. I need you to trust me by then, though. I’m not into forcing anyone to do anything. And if I don’t think you’re ready for that, I won’t let us take that next step. Okay?”
“Yes, Sir.”
His cock twitched at that, how right it sounded rolling from her lips. “I don’t even mind that,” he said. “But it’s not a requirement right now. My only requirement is honesty and communication. And that we’re monogamous.”
“I would suck at poly,” she finally said, a smile breaking through.
“See? We already have something in common.”
“Yeah.”
When they reached his place, she pulled in behind his car and shifted it into park. He waited until she turned to face him to reach up and cup her cheek. “I like how this feels so far.” He brushed his thumb across her flesh. “I meant it—I had fun tonight.”
She laid her hand over his. “Me, too.”
He let her lean in for the kiss before meeting her halfway. His hand slipped around the back of her head, gently cupping, not forcing her to remain in place but allowing him to linger and savor it.
Now his cock was really throbbing in his slacks.
She let him decide when to end it, and he stared down into her sweet brown eyes. “What time do you want me to pick you up on Saturday?”
“Six is fine.”
“I’ll see you then. Please text me when you get home, so I know you made it okay.”
“Yes, Sir.”
He smiled and kissed her again. “Careful how often you say that. I really like the sound of it.”
“Maybe I like saying it.”
He waited to go inside until she’d pulled out of his driveway and rolled down the street. He unlocked the door and headed inside, already anticipating Saturday night.
All I need is patience and time with her.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Over the next two weeks, they didn’t see each other every night, but they did at least talk to each other on the phone. This Saturday night, they were having dinner at Elvin’s—he wanted to cook for her—with the understanding that she wanted to spend the whole night with him.
Meredith felt nervous, but in a good way. Tonight, whatever happened would happen. After two weeks of talking and going out together, she wanted more.
Way more.
Especially since she was starting to go through batteries for her vibrator at an alarming rate. They hadn’t done anything more than kiss yet, but all he had to do was smile at her and whisper her name and her panties were soaked.
No way in hell was playing going to happen unless she knew he was good in bed—which she had a feeling he probably would be. Maybe that would seem backward to some people, but he was willing to learn what he needed to do to be a good Top. That meant he was teachable.
But if he sucked in the sack…
Or, worse, if he had a bad reaction to what she looked like…
Well, it’d be easier to find that out now, rather than fall more head-over-ass in love with the guy because he was a really good Top.
If she had to, she could always talk to Eliza about Topping her, or finding her a Top.
This was something that needed to be settled sooner rather than later.
It was also sweet that he wanted to cook her dinner. She’d long since gotten over the little bit of stray weirdness that he’d been her teacher. He wasn’t the same man he’d been back then, and she damn sure wasn’t the same woman. They’d both lived a lifetime, been through mental and physical pain.
Survived it.
She would drive herself tonight, and had told Ron she’d text him with updates.
Elvin knew that and was fine with it.
As she headed over to his house late that afternoon, she felt the nervous tension winding inside her. They’d been talking about tonight, including exchanging test results, even though they were still going to use condoms, for now.
This was really going to happen.
She hoped.
It would happen up to a point, at least, and then his reaction would determine if they moved forward or parted ways.
When she arrived, she’d only made it halfway up the front walk before he opened the door for her, a smile on his face.
“Hello, sweetie,” he said as she stepped inside.
She kissed him hello, letting him take her overnight bag. “Hey, you. Whatever that is smells great.”
“Pork chops.” He closed the door. “Almost ready.”
She slipped her arms around him and sighed as he hugged her. She’d grown comfortable hugging him over the past couple of weeks, sinking into his embrace and just…being.
If he freaks out tonight, it’s going to break my heart.
Except she didn’t want to think like that. She tried to stay positive and in the moment. The last thing she wanted was to tank this before they even had a chance.
 
* * * *
 
Elvin approached tonight as if they were going to have a nice dinner together and that was all. He wasn’t going to expect her to have sex with him, or even that she’d stay the night.
The last thing he wanted to do was put pressure on her.
Or on himself.
It’d been nearly two years since the last time he’d been with someone, and he didn’t want to disappoint her.
He set her bag on the end of the sofa and she followed him into the kitchen. “Anything I can help with?”
“No, just waiting on the timer to go off.” He held up his phone, where it showed eight minutes left on it. “Can I get you something to drink?”
“Since mead’s off the menu, I’ll take whatever you have.”
“Brave woman. Iced tea?”
“Sure.” He’d taken alcohol off the table for both of them tonight. He didn’t want either of them to have clouded faculties.
He poured her a glass and handed it to her, pleased when her touch lingered, her hand on his, her gaze locked on him as she took it from him.
He smiled. “We heatin’ this up now?”
She took a sip from her glass and set it aside before draping her arms over his shoulders. “I don’t want to lose my nerve.”
“Whoa, wait. Why would you lose your nerve?” His hands settled on her hips. “We don’t need to do this tonight if you’re not ready.”
He watched her eyes, the way they suddenly grew too bright, something he’d seen happen before with students trying not to cry.
And how she quickly blinked, trying to hide that from him, too.
He pulled her close. “Shh. If you aren’t feeling it, let’s not worry about this tonight, okay? We’ll have dinner, watch TV, and talk.”
“But I do want to do this.”
“I’m thinking no, sweetheart. Not unless you can tell me what’s wrong and we can talk it out first.”
She stepped back, out of his arms, and pulled her shirt off, startling him. She wasn’t wearing a bra.
“This, okay? This.” She closed her eyes and tears spilled down her cheeks.
His gaze swept down her torso, and while he noted her scars, he didn’t care. He pulled his T-shirt off and then reached for her, holding her against him. “Come here, baby,” he whispered. “Let your scars talk to mine, okay?”
She’d stiffened in his arms at first, then went pliant, crying against him as he leaned back against the counter, her flesh warm against his and feeling so damn sweet he couldn’t begin to put it into words if he tried.
“You’re not scarin’ me off that easily,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Your scars saved your life. We might not be standing right here, right now, if they didn’t. My scars nearly killed me but they also remade me.” He finally made her tip her head back and cradled her face in his hands until she opened her eyes and looked at him.
“Are we eatin’ half naked tonight? Because I’m good with that if you are, but you tell me.”
Her eyes widened before a snurffly, snotty laugh broke free and she hugged him.
He rubbed his face against the top of her head. “That’s better. That’s a sweet sound. You feeling a little less freaked out now?”
She nodded, then her eyes widened again as she really seemed to see his scars for the first time. “Holy cow.” Her fingers traced the largest one on his abdomen, a long, curving scar, bumpy and slightly paler against his darker flesh and all the more visible for it.
“See? You’re not the only one with scars.”
She looked up into his eyes. He was about to kiss her again when the timer went off. “Whoops, hold that thought.” He handed her his shirt and turned to grab potholders to remove the pan from the oven.
 
* * * *
 
Meredith had honestly expected pretty much any reaction from him.
Except that one.
Completely unsurprised acceptance.
She also hadn’t expected him to whip off his shirt like that.
Yeah, his scars were far worse than hers, and considering some of them ran beneath the waistband of his shorts…
Along with she wondered what else he had in his shorts.
She watched as he set the pan on the stove, switched off the oven, and checked the pork chops with a knife and fork. His shirt felt warm in her hand, and she brought it to her face, inhaling his scent. Instinctively, she pulled it on.
When he turned, he smiled when he saw. “Come here, sweetie.” She walked over and let him pull her into his arms again. “You like my shirt?”
“Smells like you.”
His lips nuzzled her forehead. “You can wear it, if you want. I don’t think I’m gonna fit in yours, though.”
She laid her hands flat against his pecs, her right pinky finger covering another scar there, about two inches long. “I’d rather look at the view, Sir.”
“Would you now?”
“Yes, Sir.” She felt him harden in his shorts and couldn’t help shifting her hips against him, teasing him.
His hands slid down her back, settled on her ass, and he lightly patted her there. “You keep teasing me like that, we won’t get to eat dinner before it gets cold.”
Tipping her head back so she could look him in the eyes, she had to say it. “I really don’t freak you out?”
He let out a sigh. “Baby, my biggest fear is I’m gonna disappoint you either in bed or in the dungeon. That’s it.”
“Really?”
“Really. You aren’t the only one with issues.” He kissed her. “Now, let’s eat, then you can help me clean up the kitchen, and then we can get on with our evening.”
The pork chops were perfectly cooked, and he’d made a large salad with lots of fresh, raw veggies in it to go with them.
“So what’s Ron doing tonight?” he asked once they were seated at his table.
“He was meeting friends for a movie. I need to text him in a little while.”
“Proof of life?” He smiled.
“Yeah. Thank you for understanding.”
“You should be worried if I wasn’t.”
“True.”
He’d remained shirtless, and…yeah. He had scars on his back, too, a couple that looked like burns, and one on his left leg, on his thigh, that ran up under his shorts. He had a few on his scalp, too, smaller ones and slightly darker.
They silently told the story of how they almost weren’t sitting here, at this table.
He caught her watching him and smiled. “Second thoughts?”
“No, Sir.” After thinking about it, she stood, slipped off her shorts and panties, and dropped them on the floor. That left her in his shirt, which hung past her ass. She slid back onto the chair and smiled. “There. Fair’s fair. Now we’re both half-naked.”
 
* * * *
 
Elvin nearly choked when she did that. He took a couple of swallows of tea to wash down his food and let out a laugh. “Damn, girl. You tryin’ to kill me?”
Okay, now his cock was tenting his shorts and he was glad he was sitting down.
Then again…
“Behave, baby. Hurry up and eat.”
Her sly, sexy smile didn’t help matters any. But thirty minutes later, they’d finished eating, had cleaned up the kitchen, and she’d texted Ron she was fine and enjoying herself. He gathered her into his arms and stared down at her, studying her features. She’d pulled her red hair back into a ponytail low at the base of her skull.
“Tell me what you want to do.”
She wiggled her hips against his. “You. I want to do you.”
“Naughty girl.”
“I can be a lot naughtier.”
Reaching up, she hooked a hand around the back of his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. He let her, enjoying it, trying to stay in the moment and keep the past safely locked away and silent in his mind.
He wanted his entire focus to be on her, right now.
Right here.
He skimmed his hands down her back, to her ass, cupping her and holding her body against his. The only thing between his hands and her bare flesh was his T-shirt, that she still wore.
“Tell me what you want,” he said.
“I want to make love to you.” She nipped at his lower lip. “Please?”
His control snapped. Scooping her into his arms, he headed out of the kitchen with her giggling, her arms draped around his neck. “That’s the magic word, baby,” he said.
He didn’t bother with the lights, because with the bedroom door open enough spilled in from the hallway. Maybe it would help relax her a little, too. It’d definitely make him feel a little less self-conscious over his scars.
In his bedroom, he laid her on the bed and stretched out next to her, letting her set the pace.
Apparently, that pace was NASCAR. She rolled on top of him, straddling his legs and shimmying down a little so she could reach the fly of his shorts. He caught her hands and pulled her back up, stretched out along his body. At this rate, she’d have him blowing in seconds, and that wasn’t very fair to her.
He tipped them onto their sides with her cradled in his arms and slowly explored her lips, down her chin, around her jawline. He found the places along the side of her neck that made her shiver and gasp in good and sexy ways that soon had her slinging a leg over his and trying to grind against him.
And still he would not be rushed.
Not this time.
Maybe the next time—if there was a next time—but tonight he wanted to take his time and absorb every square inch of her flesh with his lips. She fit perfectly against him, her body meshed with his like they were made to match.
So this is what good sex feels like.
He’d thought he knew, back then, with—
Nope. Not tonight, Satan.
Soft, needy mews drifted from her lips, making him smile as he fought against his own insane need.
He trailed one hand down her front, dipping under the hem of the shirt, his fingers slipping between her legs. Her fingers dug into his upper arms and her back arched. Oh, she was wet. So damned beautifully wet for him. One finger, then a second easily slid into her pussy, and he slowly stroked her. He loved the way her hips rocked in time with his motions.
Elvin propped himself on his other elbow and stared down into her eyes, his heart twisting even harder when she opened hers and looked up at him. Sweet, brown eyes, her heavy-lidded gaze never left his as he fingered her.
This playful, sweet woman wanted him. Had someone once told him he’d be right here, right now, he might have been horrified to know that then. But time had tempered both of them, inflicting wounds perfectly shaped like each other, just waiting to come together to heal.
Of this he was certain.
With every stroke his fingers also brushed over her swollen clit. He couldn’t wait to bury his face between her thighs and eat her out, but first he wanted to watch her come, stare into her eyes as she tipped over, memorize every sweet sound rolling from that gorgeous mouth.
Then he’d make her come all over his mouth, until she begged him to stop.
But he was just getting started.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Meredith stared up into his eyes, heat pooling around her clit as he slowly finger-fucked her. He watched her, intense, slowly lowering his lips just over hers.
“Is that good, baby?”
“Uh-huh!”
Better than good, it was fanfuckingtastic.
Peter had trouble finding her clit with both hands and a goddamned searchlight-enabled GPS, unless he had his face between her thighs. Then he was great.
But with his clueless fingers? They couldn’t do the walking, because they were too busy doing what felt more like a drunken stumble.
Elvin had a magic touch that was quickly driving her toward the edge.
Warm breath brushed across her lips. “Let me hear you come for me, Meri.”
Like that, she was there, not just at the edge but over it and falling. The smile that lit his features before he closed the gap and kissed her spun her heart sideways toward him.
His fingers slowed, then stopped, remaining buried inside her pussy as he devoured her mouth. She reached up and held him in place, her hand hooked around the back of his head and eagerly kissing him. When he slowly pulled his fingers from her pussy and brought them up, her mouth opened automatically, a trained response, she belatedly realized.
But then he sucked her juices off them and kissed her again, rolling her onto her back before he sat up. “I want more of that.” He moved down her body, shouldering her thighs apart. Then he was there, face buried in her pussy and his tongue circling her clit.
Her world unhinged, especially when his hands closed around her wrists, holding her in place and quickly tipping her over the edge into another orgasm.
With a mind of their own her hips rocked against his mouth, wanting more, needing it, her heart already knowing this wasn’t their last and only time together. This was the start of something magic and deep and scary in some really good ways.
Let your scars talk to mine.
She couldn’t have told anyone how long she lay there or how many times he made her come. But as she caught her breath, she realized he was up and under the shirt, kissing a trail north from her navel toward the base of her throat.
Through a valley that no longer existed.
Her first instinct was to want to push him away, keep him from exploring, but he was faster. He once again pinned her wrists to the bed, this time sitting up, and letting the shirt puddle around her armpits.
His gaze fixed her in place. “Stay,” he whispered, releasing her wrists.
He lowered his head and traced the bottom edge of her ribcage with his lips, still watching her as he did. Across her torso, down the other side, waiting to see if she’d resist. “We do this,” he softly said, “then we do it. We get to that point, you’ll belong to me, every bit of you, and I won’t let you hide any of you from me. We clear?”
She slowly nodded.
Kissing down to her navel, his tongue traced circles around the outside of it, up again. He caught her wrists and placed her hands over her head, then took the T-shirt and pulled it up, over her head, until it lay around her wrists. He twisted it just enough in his fist that it held her in place, although she suspected if she resisted that he’d release her.
He lowered his body over hers and she started grinding against him again, hooking a leg around him, wishing he’d remove his damn shorts so she could go down on him!
“Tell me what you want, baby.”
“Please let me suck your cock, Sir.”
“You want a condom for that?”
“No, Sir.” She hated oral over a rubber, and they had test results.
He rolled onto his back, loosening his grip on her wrists but holding the T-shirt. When she pulled her hands free, he lobbed the shirt off the bed.
No more hiding.
One of her favorite things was sucking a cock, being face-fucked with it, every messy choking second of it. As she finally opened his fly and slid his shorts and briefs off him, she resisted the urge to throw her head back and howl with joy.
The man was hung.
A gorgeous, thick, eight inches, cut, just waiting for her to devour. She took him all the way down, the last little bit gagging her, but she made herself take it.
Wanted to take it.
Needed it.
He was hard and there was no lying about that reaction. She pulled off to the head, enjoying his moans and the sweetly salty taste of pre-cum leaking from the slit. Grabbing his hands, she put them on her head and her moans merged with his when he gently nudged her to take him deeper into her mouth again.
Yeeeaah.
She palmed his dark, heavy sac in one hand, more deep, rumbling moans rewarding her efforts. In her mind, she could already envision plenty of afternoons spent together just like this, on her knees in front of him at the sofa, or maybe under his desk in his home office while he tried to grade papers.
Then he pulled her off his cock and back up into his arms to kiss her. “Baby, I’m gonna blow if you keep that up, and I want to fuck you.” He held up a condom pouch and she grabbed it from him, ripping it open and quickly sheathing him.
Lying back, she spread her thighs and offered a smile.
He kissed her as he swiped the head of his cock up and down her soaked slit, notching himself and pressing forward, deliciously filling her. She tried to urge him faster but he wouldn’t be rushed. With her arms around him, he caged her body with his and kissed her, his hips gently rocking back and forth. Every thrust gained a little more ground. It wasn’t that he didn’t fit—that was bullshit, anyway, unless a guy was hung like a fucking Clydesdale—but he was obviously taking his time.
She could do this all night with him. The way he watched her, studied her, focused on her. Damn, the man could kiss, too. Was there anything he couldn’t blow her mind with?
I can’t wait until we play.
After his balls settled against her ass he let out a long breath. “I am so glad I got you off already, baby, because I might not last long.”
She hooked her legs around his waist. “Take your time.”
It’d taken her and Peter several times together to finally start finding their groove.
This felt like they’d been making love their entire lives.
Perfection.
 
* * * *
 
Every breath he took he drew through his teeth in an attempt to hold back. Her pussy felt tight and hot and milked his cock even through the thin layer of latex separating them.
Damn, she felt good. Best blowjob he’d ever received, for starters. So good and right he worried he might be way outclassed by her.
Except the soft, needy noises she made as he slowly fucked her finished tangling himself in her aura. There was nowhere else he wanted to be, and no one else he wanted to be with but her.
She brushed her fingers up the back of his scalp, from the base of his neck up, down, up again.
Touch.
Human touch.
The best part of the past two weeks with her wasn’t this moment right here. It had been all the hugs and hand-holding and snuggling on the couch and watching TV together.
The warmth of her body, her flesh touching his.
And she didn’t make him feel like she was doing him a favor, either. She acted like she was just as eager for him as he felt for her.
Her brow furrowed as she let out a gasp during one thrust in and he knew he had found the perfect spot, the right angle. Focusing on her allowed him to hold back more easily and he watched her, waiting as he fucked her, trying to get her over again.
She rocked against him, harder, faster, and he matched her rhythm. When she came he felt it, her pussy squeezing his cock and her eyes falling closed. He picked up the pace, letting go, sweet release erupting from him as his balls emptied cum into the condom.
She clung to him until he gently had to untangle from her so he could sit up and take care of the condom. But he returned to bed immediately, pulling her into his arms and holding her.
“Well?” he asked.
It was like she was trying to burrow against him, as tightly as she snuggled. “That’s was…” She sighed. “That was fucking fantastic.” Her hand trailed down, closing around his cock and balls. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll see if I can coax you into round two.”
“You sound awfully confident.”
Her gaze met his. “That’s because I am.”
It’d been a while since he’d felt like getting off more than once in a week, much less in a day. But damned if ten minutes later she wasn’t between his thighs with his hard cock down her throat.
Oh…fuck!
He didn’t have to make comparisons to Keisha because Meri was blowing his ex-wife out of the water.
Literally.
Hell, he could barely get Keisha to touch his cock, much less suck on it.
Unless she wanted something.
This time when she got him hard and wrapped his cock in a condom, she rode him as he lay there, staring up into her eyes and wondering how he’d finally gotten so lucky. He kept his hands on her hips, a hint he took when she put her hands over his and squeezed them, the meaning clear.
This had happened after he’d naturally started to reach up, to touch her.
She wasn’t ready for that and he would be patient.
Tonight was about them building something new, something for them without their exes’ voices blaring in their heads. If she needed him to be patient in other ways, he could do that.
Absolutely and easily.
Without hesitation.
She was damn sure worth it, and for the first time in years, he was finally starting to feel like he’d maybe found the right path.
Able to hold back this time, he watched, entranced, as she ground out another orgasm for herself while impaled on his cock before he finally let loose and let her milk another one from his cock. A few minutes later, spent and sated, she lay sprawled across his chest as he held her, legs entwined.
“Told you,” she finally said.
He laughed. “I’ll never doubt you again.”
She lifted her head and stared into his eyes for a long, silent moment. “Thank you.”
He brushed a hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ear. “For what?”
“For being…kind. Patient.”
He cupped her cheek. “Baby, you’re beautiful. I wasn’t faking a bit of it, believe me. I hope I did right by you.”
“Ooooh, yeah. Absolutely.”
“Spend the night? Please?”
She kissed him. “Absolutely, Sir.”
After she texted Ron she was definitely staying over, they cuddled in his bed and he was struck once again with how…right this felt.
There wasn’t a better word. That was the word.
“How are you still single?” she mumbled.
“I warned you I’m grouchy when I’m in pain.”
“I don’t give a shit if you turn into a velociraptor. That was amazing.”
His fingers trailed up her back. “Well, there was the whole thing about they weren’t submissive. Except I really wasn’t sure there was a name for it. I was pretty clueless and trying not to be who I was.”
“My good luck.” She nuzzled his chin. “Sooo…question.”
“Yes?”
“I was thinking two weeks like this, then we try a little scene. Like maybe a spanking scene.”
“I’d like that. If that’s what you want.”
“Yeah.”
Relief filled him. He knew that meant she trusted him, if she was looking toward the future.
“Did you have a place in mind?” he asked.
“Here. I trust you. You could have tried to sleep with me before tonight, and you didn’t. You never pressured me once.”
“You can invite Ron over if you want. For backup.”
Her head popped up. “Ew! Okay, hard limit, Sir. I am not having Ron watch us scene. Just like I don’t want to watch him scene, either.”
He laughed. “Okay, okay. Point taken. It was just a suggestion. Invite Eliza or someone.”
She laid her head down again. “I don’t need backup. If I felt I did, I would have said so already.”
“And we wouldn’t be doing this?”
“Not yet.” She shifted position a little, and there wasn’t a hair’s width of space between them. “You keep this up, you’re going to be stuck with a submissive. You realize that, right?”
He kissed the top of her head. “You keep this up, you’ll be stuck with a lot more than that.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Over the next two weeks they saw each other almost every night—meaning even if they didn’t spend the night together, they usually wore each other nearly to exhaustion.
And Meredith loved every second of it.
The second Saturday after they’d taken their relationship to this level, she’d come home that morning from grocery shopping to find a large, white box with a lid sitting on the dining room table.
“What’s that?” It was held closed by a large red satin ribbon tied in a bow on top.
Ron lounged in the kitchen doorway and wore a playful smirk. “Oh, a special someone might have conspired with me—or is that I conspired with him? Anyway, that’s for you, for tonight.”
She was supposed to meet Elvin at his house tonight and spend the whole night. They’d also talked more about having their first play scene tonight, starting with spanking, but not going to the club.
He wasn’t going to push her for that, and she could tell he meant it. One thing she had asked for was to stop using condoms. They were monogamous, and she had an IUD. He’d agreed to that, and it’d made the sex between them even hotter.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” he asked.
She picked it up. “You look entirely too smug. I think I want to do it in private.”
“Suit yourself.” He grinned. “Can I plan your wedding yet?”
She carried it to her bedroom where she put it on her bed and stared at it after closing and locking the door behind her. Their deal, made last night when Elvin took her out to dinner, was that she could safeword—for anything.
Absolutely anything, no matter what.
That was one of Elvin’s hard limits, that she have that safety net in place.
Beyond that, she would let him worry about the details of tonight’s play, unless he specifically asked her for her input—or she safeworded.
They’d done a lot of talking. Even though they hadn’t played yet, she sensed his Dominant slowly taking shape just under the surface, especially when they were in bed together.
He had asked her if she had a trench coat she could wear tonight, which she did, and had located already.
She supposed whatever was in that box would need to be hidden under said coat.
Meredith stared at the box—still unopened—sitting on her bed.
She almost dreaded seeing what was inside it.
No doubt something slinky and sexy.
Except…
She wanted to trust him. Wanted to…submit.
Yes, she could safeword, but…for clothes?
Over the years she’d taken personal pride in being able to take a lot.
A lot.
The old her never would have safeworded for clothes, unless it jeopardized her job or could expose vanillas to what was happening. Hell, some of the shit Peter had dressed her in before a trip to a club was downright X-rated.
Whatever Elvin had planned for tonight, it wasn’t like she had to go parading around in public in them. Hence why he’d made sure she had a trench coat.
After checking one more time that her bedroom door was locked, she took a deep breath and slipped the ribbon off the box.
He earned points for style, she’d give him that.
She lifted the lid off and set it aside. On top of the pink tissue paper shrouding the contents lay a handwritten note.
 
Miss Dutton,
Other than your coat, wear ONLY the items in this box for your teacher conference tonight. You may wear different shoes for driving, or drive barefoot, but these shoes will be on your feet when you ring my doorbell no later than 7PM sharp.
You will NOT enjoy the punishment for being late to our conference, nor will you enjoy your punishment if I find your uniform not exactly as I have provided.
Mister Wynn
 
Okay, yeah, maybe it made her weird, but that was kind of panty-dampening.
Or would she even be allowed panties tonight?
She opened the tissue paper and was a little confused by what she was looking at. Only after she reached in and removed it, shaking it out, did she realize it was a blue Sorrellson Academy student uniform polo shirt, short-sleeved. She checked the tag and found it a size smaller than she’d normally wear.
But maybe that’s the point.
Under that she discovered a short, pleated skirt, black plaid with white and grey stripes.
That definitely wasn’t Sorrellson attire.
When she held it up to herself, she realized if she bent over, her ass would be exposed, but it wasn’t obscenely short if she was standing. Almost—especially if it was windy—but just on that razor’s edge.
The four-inch strappy heels also weren’t school-issued uniform attire. Black patent-leather, and with a buckled strap around the ankle…
Is that for a lock?
A small metal loop protruded from the strap, and yeah, she realized that’s exactly what it was for. But he hadn’t included locks with them.
No underwear, no bra, nothing else.
This put her off-balance already. Peter had taken great pains to slut her up as much as possible for a night at the local dungeon or a private party. She wasn’t sure what tonight’s “scene” was supposed to be, exactly, but she was starting to get an idea.
Game on, then.
She showered, shaved evvvverything, and decided on very light make-up, no mascara or eye-liner.
If she was lucky, she’d be shedding tears either from a good, hard spanking or throat-fucking—or maybe both if she was very lucky—and she didn’t want raccoon eyes.
An evil thought hit her. She opted to dig out two elastic bands and put her hair up in pigtails.
Well, he wants a schoolgirl tonight, he’ll get one.
She’d donned the clothes and had the trench coat on but not tied closed when Ron knocked on her door.
“How you doing? Do I get to see what he sent or are you going to keep it hidden?”
She opened the door and his eyes widened. “Holy shit,” he muttered. “If I was straight and not your brother, I’d do you.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, that’s hot. Especially with the heels and the pigtails.”
“Don’t wait up.”
“I wasn’t planning to. I might not even be home tonight, if I get lucky. But please send me a text by midnight if you definitely aren’t coming home so I know not to worry and don’t come over to knock on his door for a proof-of-life check.”
“I will.” She closed the coat. “This isn’t creepy, right?”
“What do you mean?”
She indicated her outfit. “Him sending me this?”
“Nah. That’s like number one het dude fantasy right there. Now if he’d dressed you in exactly the uniform, maaaaybe that’d be edging close to a line.” His expression softened, serious Ron in the house. “I strongly suspect he opted for something that was a mix of sexy and offering you a little…comfort.”
“Comfort?”
“Bra?”
“No, but no panties either.”
“Comfort. Not just physically, but emotionally.” He held out his hands, indicating her chest. “Comfort.”
“Was that your idea?”
Elvin had taken his time in that way, too, slowly exploring her body, slowing up in those times she wasn’t feeling very secure, sometimes letting her steal his shirt and pull it on while he joked that he loved watching her wear it.
But both of them knowing he was letting her hide.
He hadn’t pushed her to a head on that, either, even though it was starting to get easier for her to relax around him like that.
Because he felt…real.
Authentic.
Honest.
“Nope,” Ron said. “All he asked me for was your shirt, skirt, and shoe sizes.”
“Still don’t know if I should be creeped out by you conspiring with him.”
“I’d say it speaks to him being damned smart. He’s won me over. That was the hard battle. Now he’s trying to win you over.”
“He was my teacher.”
“Was he ever inappropriate with you when you were his student?”
“No, never!”
“Ever hear rumors of him being inappropriate with a student? Because I know I didn’t.”
“No. He was married, I remember that. He wore a wedding ring. He was funny and nice, and young, when I think back, but he was never…creepy. If anything, we all trusted him. He wasn’t trying to be our friend, but he wasn’t a hard-ass, either. He was…firm but nice.”
“Okay, then. Enjoy tonight and let it go wherever it goes. You want to trust him, right? He’s still new to all of this and probably has a whole head full of things to work through now that he has a willing and trustworthy partner. He knows you’re the experienced one here. Maybe your comfort isn’t all he’s thinking about. Maybe this is partly his comfort zone, too. Maybe he doesn’t want to make you shoulder the burden of teaching him and he’s trying to figure this out.”
She hadn’t thought about it like that. “Yeah, maybe.”
“You don’t like something, then safeword.” His expression darkened, brow furrowing. “If he doesn’t stop when you safeword, you’d damn well better tell me.”
“I’m sure he wouldn’t violate a safeword.”
He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Have fun tonight, okay? Talk to him if you find yourself stumbling around. Let him into that stubborn head of yours.”
“Thanks.”
He left her alone, and she turned to study herself in the mirror.
Yeah, this was kinda hot, when she thought about it. The extra safety net of being able to safeword for anything lay beneath her, an invisible comfort.
She had no doubts he’d stop if she safeworded. That was the kind of guy he was. If for no other reason than she knew he wouldn’t want there to be any repercussions to impact his job. Except it was way more than that. He was a stand-up guy.
As they’d discussed last night, she brought a change of clothes, since she’d be spending the night.
At least, she hoped she’d be spending the night. Maybe it would depend on how their scene went. As far as sex went, she knew they’d be compatible long-term.
He was fucking awesome in that department. Zero complaints from her. Way better than Peter, that was for damn sure.
If Elvin could wrap his head and hands around the kinky aspects, then yeah, she’d definitely want that.
He was smart, handsome, nice—employed.
He’d been through his own trials and seemed to understand hers.
I want to give this a chance.
 
* * * *
 
Meredith timed it so she arrived at Elvin’s house ten minutes early. She’d driven barefoot and slipped the heels on in the car, buckling the ankle straps before getting out with her overnight bag and purse over her shoulder. She locked the car and nervously headed up his walk to the front porch.
They were both adults. He was only nine years older than her, so it wasn’t a huge age gap.
Literally an entire lifetime had passed for both of them since they’d been teacher and student.
She rang his doorbell.
He kept her standing there for over a minute before finally opening the door…and her eyes widened slightly when she realized he was dressed in his Sorrellson work clothes—button-up chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled down and cuffs buttoned, a tie, khaki slacks, loafers.
He didn’t offer a smile, but she watched his eyes slowly scan her, maybe the corner of his mouth twitching slightly when he spied the shoes on her feet, lingering there, another twitch when he took in her pigtails.
“Miss Dutton,” he finally said. “You’re on time. Excellent. Please, come in.”
When she stepped inside and he closed the door behind her, old habits kicked in. “Thank you, Mister Du—”
“Mister Wynn,” he corrected, reaching for her things. His gaze met and held hers, and it actually calmed her, that he seemed so…calm. In control.
“Sorry, Mister Wynn.”
“Your coat, please, Miss Dutton.”
Her fingers fumbled the knot in her belt, but she finally untied it, butterflies filling her as she shrugged it off and he took it from her.
She couldn’t make herself watch him evaluate her this time and kept her gaze focused on his feet, the loafers he wore.
“Please proceed down to my office,” he finally said. “I’ll be right there.”
“Yes, Sir.” She headed down the hall, a mix of anticipation and anxiety filling her.
He’d rearranged his home office. The desk had been spun around, facing the door, and a dining room chair now sat in front of it.
Unsure what she was supposed to do, she sat on the chair, carefully tucking as much of the skirt under her as she could and perching at the edge of the seat so her bare ass wasn’t on the cushion’s cloth.
Here we go.
 
* * * *
 
Holy…fuuuuuck me!
He thought it’d be the shoes, but it was the pigtails that pushed him over the edge, that sexy red hair of hers perfect for grabbing.
Damn, wish I’d thought to tell her to do that.
She’d managed to one-up him without even trying, and he certainly wasn’t about to complain, either.
Elvin was glad he held her overnight bag and purse when she removed the trench coat. He’d been at half-mast just seeing her in those damn sexy shoes, but when she’d handed the coat over he’d gone completely hard.
Since he was freeballing it, there’d be no way of hiding his reaction, either.
He sent her down to his office, watching her walk the whole way, the gorgeous roll to her hips accentuated by both the pleated skirt and the heels.
Oooohh maaaan.
He took her things into his bedroom and left them there, because if he had his way, that’s where they’d end up after they’d had fun.
Tonight he’d wanted to start slow, and what better way than completely owning this thing between them?
The whole thing, including their history.
He’d wanted to stay away from anything that might accidentally trigger her tonight. Combined with his lack of adequate knowledge or experience, he hoped this would be safe.
Eliza had encouraged him to be creative, and that bare-handed spanking on the ass and backs of the thighs would be safe.
Although he’d be lying if he denied he wanted to work his way up to rope with Meri. To have her tied up and helpless, able to take his time with her and make her moan and beg as he buried his face and his dick in her sweet pussy.
After taking a deep breath, he pulled his “teacher mask” into place and walked down the hall, into the office.
He rounded the desk and sat without looking at her, focusing instead on the papers on his desk. He’d still had a box of his old college paperwork and had pulled a few papers out just to set the scene.
Nothing he used at work, other than his own clothes, would in any way be involved in this. That was just…too creepy to contemplate.
It would have been perfect if Ron had been able to put hands on some of her college papers, if she even had any, but so much of her stuff was still boxed up Ron couldn’t have easily located it without digging through everything and making her suspicious.
He let her sit for a moment in the silence while he pretended to be grading papers, waiting until he spotted her fidgeting just a little out of the corner of his eye.
“Miss Dutton, do you know why I requested this meeting?”
“No, Sir.”
He had to swallow to form spit. The sound of those two words, from her lips, made his cock throb so hard he was tempted to throw the plan out the window and simply fuck her senseless over his desk.
He finally looked up and found her gaze meeting his, her chin tipped down, looking appropriately contrite.
He’d wondered if she’d try to vamp it up, and she hadn’t. Knees tightly together, hands primly tucked in her lap. Hell, she’d even buttoned all three buttons on the shirt.
“You’ve been slacking off in class, for starters. As if your attention isn’t fully on the lessons. And you missed turning in several assignments this week. Stand up.”
She smoothly rose, hands clasped behind her.
“You do realize your skirt is too short, don’t you?”
“I’m sorry, Sir. This is the uniform I was given.”
“And how do you expect to keep those shoes on during recess and PE?”
“It won’t be easy, Sir.”
The more straight she played this, the hornier it was making him. This wasn’t porn, this wasn’t simply her trying to go along with what she thought he wanted—this was her being her, and he loved it.
And her.
He sat back in his chair and unbuttoned his left cuff, started slowly rolling it up. “I suppose you are going to beg me for extra credit to make up for your missed assignments, hmm?”
She slowly shook her head. “I was under the impression you weren’t going to allow any extra credit for the missed assignments, Sir.”
“Then what would you suggest, Miss Dutton? Behavior modification?”
“I’ve been having trouble focusing lately, Mister Wynn.”
Hmm. He was willing to follow her lead. “And why is that?”
She turned the full force of her gaze on him. “There’s a guy I really like. He’s been distracting me lately.”
“He has, has he?” He unbuttoned and started rolling up his right cuff. “Then maybe we need to figure out a way to get your mind back on your studies. Hands on my desk.”
She was fighting the urge to smile—he saw it and nearly started laughing, too. Somehow, he managed to reel it in and she leaned forward, palms flat on his desk. It put her eyes nearly level with his.
He loosened his tie and unbuttoned the collar before he leaned forward. “I read your student file before I walked in here. We have a permission slip allowing corporal punishment.”
He watched as her lips pressed together in a tight, thin line fighting to curve into a grin. “Mmm hmm.”
“Maybe you’ll have an easier time focusing if you’re doing it while sitting on a spanked ass. Legs apart.”
She shifted position.
He stood and slowly walked around the desk, not bothering to hide the bulge in his slacks. “But that won’t address the issue of this uniform, especially those shoes. I think you’re going to need a slight modification so you don’t lose them during PE.”
He quickly pulled the tiny locks from his pocket, the ones that had come with the shoes, and knelt behind her, snapping them into place.
“Thank you, Mister Wynn. I think that’ll help.”
It was soooo tempting to just shove his face up under her skirt and make her come like that…but that would end the evening a little too soon.
He stood, forcing himself to keep his hands off her for right now. “You’re welcome, Miss Dutton.” He flicked at the back hem of her skirt with one finger. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were dressing like this today to try to tempt me into letting you off with a warning. Are you even wearing panties under there?”
“No, Sir. I’m not.”
“Guess that’ll make the spanking easier then, won’t it?”
She cast a gaze over her shoulder. “I guess it will, Sir.”
Fuck! Those goddamned pigtails. She would be on her knees and giving him a blowjob shortly. That was just too damned perfect.
He stepped between her legs and pressed his bulge against her ass, easing his feet apart and forcing hers even wider, but still not putting his hands on her yet. She ground her ass against him and he nearly came right there.
Shit!
“What do you think you’re doing, Miss Dutton?”
She fell still. “I’m sorry, Mister Wynn.”
“You don’t look very sorry.” He stepped back and around to her left side. “You look like a girl about to get herself into a lot of trouble. I think we’ll need to add more behavior correction to your punishment.”
 
* * * *
 
If she didn’t have juices rolling down the insides of her thighs already, it’d be a miracle. His deceptively calm tone was making her even hotter, and she’d nearly creamed herself as she watched him rolling up his cuffs. Since he hadn’t started off with cheesy porn lines—not exactly—she’d decided to play it straighter too and see where he wanted this to go.
Although she had no doubts—and a whole lot of hope—that she’d be getting spanked and probably end up with his cock down her throat.
Or more.
Especially from the feel of his hard cock pressing into her ass when she’d ground against him.
“I am sorry, Mister Wynn. Really.”
“You should be. I expect more out of you, Miss Dutton. You are smart and more than capable.” Cool air caressed her bare ass as he reached out and slowly lifted the hem of her skirt, flipping it up and over her back. “As I guessed—no panties. You’re out of uniform, slacking in your work, and distracted by a boy.”
She turned her head again and met his gaze. “He’s not a boy—he’s a man.”
“Oh, is he now?”
She nodded, unable to keep her eyes off the front of his slacks, which were now tented.
“You like to play with men, do you?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Heat from his body washed against her as he stepped close again and planted his left hand in the middle of her lower back. “Well, I’m not playin’.”
The first smack hit her left ass cheek hard, almost driving her breath from her. She balled up her fists, her head dropping as she sucked in a sharp breath. He followed the first smack with another, on her right ass cheek, back and forth and not playing around, either.
Like he really meant it.
Oh, fuck yeah!
She arched her back and stuck her ass out and struggled to keep herself upright as bright, sweet heat filled her ass cheeks with every impact.
Honestly, she’d expected their first scene to be very light, maybe even borderline disappointing based on her experience and pain tolerance levels. That he’d be timid, worried about going too far, stopping every few seconds to ask if she was okay or to get a color from her.
“You seem to be enjoying this too much, Miss Dutton,” he said.
Before she could answer, he sank two fingers into her soaked pussy, and any response she might have given him devolved into moans of pleasure.
“Yes, you’re definitely enjoying this.” He finger-fucked her, working her up—
Just to yank his fingers out and start spanking her again.
He wasn’t holding back, either, sharp, stinging blows that brought tears to her eyes.
Legitimate tears.
Cleansing tears.
Her world started and ended right here, right now, with him.
The last hints of her lingering doubts swirled down her mental drain as she let go and reveled in this.
In him.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
When Elvin slid his fingers into her pussy she wasn’t merely wet, she was practically dripping. Every sweet, needy moan he pulled from her threatened to make him explode in his slacks.
Obviously he wasn’t going too hard on her, because she hadn’t safeworded. While she was crying, she kept arching her back to push her ass into his hand as he spanked her. She hadn’t been kidding when she said she liked it hard.
He’d carefully watched her reactions, ready to ease up if she’d shown any signs of not enjoying it. Yet she’d pleasantly surprised him.
He hooked an arm around her waist, pulled her back, and sat in the chair in front of the desk. He manhandled her facedown over his lap. “You obviously aren’t taking my message to heart, Miss Dutton.”
With his left hand he kept her pinned in place over his thighs, and with his right he started spanking her again, down the backs of her thighs, over the red handprints already covering her sweet ass, down and up again. He spanked her until his hand stung and ached and still he spanked her, something inside him breaking free.
He wanted more, wanted everything. Wanted to learn how to use implements on her, imagined what she’d look like with a beautiful ladder of cane marks perfectly striping her flesh, wanted her in his ropes—all of it.
Finally, when he couldn’t take it anymore, he spread his thighs and put her on her knees on the floor between them, reaching for his fly to unzip.
She started to reach up and help him, and he grabbed her hands and shoved them behind her. “Hands stay there, Miss Dutton.”
A sweet, glazed expression filled her eyes. Her mouth opened as she leaned in, trying to reach his freed cock.
He fisted her pigtails and smiled as she moaned again, struggling to take him in. “You are a stubborn student,” he teased. “You aren’t even trying to listen to your teacher.”
Her gaze rolled up at him, a sexy challenge as she still tried to lean in with the tip of her tongue outstretched toward his cock.
He finally let her have it, making her go all the way down on his shaft. Mindful of their earlier talks, he forced her to take him to the root, not bothering to go easy on her this time.
Fuuuuuck!
Wrapping her hair around his hands, he started fucking her face, deep, enjoying every needy moan that rolled from her.
“I don’t know how the so-called ‘men’ you like to play around with do things, Miss Dutton, but I can assure you, I want things done my way.” He bottomed out again, her nose pressed against his pubes. “And I know how to tame a wild student who doesn’t want to be a good girl.”
He eased her off again, down to the head, loving how her tongue eagerly laved the crown, teased and flicked at his slit, the glans. She was making love to his cock, the most eager blowjob he’d ever received in his life.
And still she kept her hands behind her back, where he’d put them.
Part of him wanted to come down her throat right now, and part of him wanted to bend her over his desk and fuck her there.
Her gaze lay squarely on him even as he fucked her mouth, her eyes only closing when she’d choke a little on him, just to open again and find his. Tears streamed from the corners but it only seemed to add fire to her expression.
Goddamn!
Their first night together had been gentle, tender passion. It’d soothed something deep within his soul while lighting fire to needs that had long lain unacknowledged as well as unmet. Over the past couple of weeks, her eager attentions had gone a long way to helping him silence the old voices in his head. He could only hope he was helping her just as much.
She had her own needs to sate and satisfy, and he wanted to keep being the man to do just that.
Tonight, he didn’t want to hold back.
He pulled her off his cock, lifted her to her feet, and spun her around. “Hands on my desk.”
He stood and stepped between her legs, kicking her feet apart and shoving her skirt up again. Fisting his cock, he swiped it up and down her wet cunt. “See if any other man can treat you this well.” He grabbed her hips and thrust hard, easily sliding all the way to the root as another needy moan rolled from her.
He shoved her down onto the desk and pinned her to it by the back of her neck as he fucked her. “I think you’re going to need regular teacher conferences with me, Miss Dutton,” he gritted through his teeth as he tried to hold back. “Then you won’t have any need to be distracted by that boy you been playin’ with.”
“Yes, Mister Wynn!” She tried to thrust back against him, but he overpowered her, grinding into her.
“In fact, I think you’re going to need to stay here much longer than I’d originally scheduled tonight.” He started fucking her again, his balls slapping against her ass with each thrust. “So I hope you don’t have any other plans.”
“Yes, please, Sir!”
If he didn’t slow down, he was going to be filling her right now. He released her hip and reached around her, sliding his fingers along her clit. That drew another moan from her.
“Oh, Miss Dutton. You can’t lie to me. Seems like someone knows what that does.” He rolled her clit between his fingers and felt an accompanying flutter around his cock. “Maybe I should get you worked up until I have your full attention and then leave you hanging while I fuck a load into you, hmm?”
“Please let me come, Sir!”
“I like you begging, though. You’re sexy as fuck when you do it, baby.”
Okay, so they were down the rabbit hole now. “I’ll do anything, Sir,” she moaned.
He ran his thumb around her clit, gathering moisture before withdrawing his hand to yet another frustrated moan. He released her neck. “Stay right there,” he ordered, using that hand to slowly stroke her clit while he pressed his slicked thumb against her asshole.
“Oh, yes!”
“That’s mine too, by the way,” he said. “Not right now, because I’m enjoying this pussy too much. But there will be a load dropped into that sweet ass by tomorrow afternoon. You don’t get to hide a single part of your gorgeous body from me. If I want it, I get it, because every bit of you belongs to me. Got a problem with that, baby?”
“No, Sir.”
He took a long, slow stroke out and in again, still rubbing her asshole, just a little pressure to tease her as his other hand played with her clit. “You want some joy, you’d better get it soon, or I’m going to fuck you and get mine and make you wait.”
Of course he wouldn’t torture her like that, because he enjoyed listening to her come too much. Yet the desperation in her moans and whines made his cock throb inside her.
Maybe I am a sadist.
She frantically rocked against him, pinned between his cock and hands and when she came unglued he had to chew on his own tongue to hold back.
“Fuck yeah!” she gasped. Her cunt clamped down on his cock as she came, her body afire beneath him, joyful abandon filling her moans as her orgasms squeezed his cock and soaked his hand.
He pulled out, turned her around, and shoved her back onto his desk. He grabbed her legs and hiked them up, her ankles on his shoulders before plunging into her again.
“You’re gonna be a good little slut only for me, aren’t you?” he growled as he plowed her. “Gonna make everyone think you’re a sweet woman while I’m the one who gets to turn you into my dirty little toy.”
She grabbed his arms, trying to sit up to kiss him, but he shoved her back down, loving the smile she gave him when he did.
“Didn’t tell you to do that,” he said. “This is mine. You got yours.”
“Harder,” she said.
Had he ever felt so…free? His cheeks damn near ached from smiling. “You got it, baby.” He held her shoulders for traction and plowed her, pleasantly surprised when she came for him again.
This…this was perfection. Utter, complete perfection.
Any lingering doubts still trying to hide under shadowy rocks in his soul were driven out.
He wanted his ring on her finger, his name to be hers.
He wanted her, all of her, for the rest of their lives together.
“Who you belong to?”
A gorgeous smile filled her face. “You, Mister Wynn. I’m all yours, Sir.”
“Damn right, you are.” He couldn’t hold it back any longer, sweet, aching pleasure exploding from his balls as he sank his cock into her one last time, filling her with his cum and pulling her up for a crushing kiss. “You’re all mine, Meri,” he said as she draped her arms around him. “Like hell will I let anyone take you away from me, either.”
 
* * * *
 
Meredith had never realized sex could be so…fantastic. She’d thought she’d had good sex before. Peter had, admittedly, mostly been decent in that department. One of the reasons she’d overlooked so many of his other faults.
Hell, her first night with Elvin had been amazing, as had their other times.
This?
Holy fuckballs, it was like he’d plugged right into her brain and flipped on a blender set to frappe.
He pulled her legs around his waist as they kissed, his arms circling her, holding her.
Then he arched an eyebrow at her. “I think you’re gonna earn an A in my class after all, baby.”
She giggled. “I give you an A+, Sir.”
She could fall in love a thousand times over the smile he gave her. He didn’t bother pulling out, instead picking her up with his cock still embedded in her and turning, leaning against the desk. “You realize I’m gonna be hard every time I sit in here and grade papers now, right?”
“I hope so.” She nuzzled her nose against his. “Especially when I’m sitting on the floor giving you a blowjob while you do.”
“Damn, girl. You goin’ for extra credit?”
She felt like she hadn’t laughed this much in years. Peter had rarely been…playful like this.
Actually, he’d never been playful. “As much extra credit as I can get. I’ll be happy to take on any extra assignments you want to give me.”
“What’d you think when you opened the box?”
“I wasn’t sure what to think. I was hoping for a spanking and fucking.”
“And?”
“You did not disappoint, Sir.”
“You realize I’m gonna have to find you a shirt similar to that one to wear to the club, right? Because this look on you is fucking hot.”
“I guess Ron was right then.”
“About what?”
“I let him see before I left.”
“And the pigtails. You are not allowed to cut your hair short without a damn good reason and some serious negotiations first.”
“I hoped you’d like that.”
“Love it.” He drew his head back a little. “Serious time, Meri.” His eyes studied hers. “How’d I do?”
“Perfect. You could have spanked me harder and longer, if you’d wanted. That was amazing.” She wiggled against him as best she could, where his hands were pressed against her ass cheeks and holding her in place. “I was worried you might hold back and I’d have to ask you for more, but you did great.”
“Eliza tutored me.” Her turn to arch an eyebrow at him. “About the spanking. And not hands-on.” He grinned. “She told me to get creative.” His smile faded. “This wasn’t creepy, right?”
“Not in the least. This was hot. I think I nearly came watching you roll up your sleeves.”
That kiss was slow, tender, gentle. “You are wearing those shoes, for now. Damn, they’re fucking hot.”
“And FYI, if you’d kept me on my knees you could have easily had me down there a lot longer.”
“Not too much?”
She nuzzled his nose again. “You can always choke me on your cock like that.” She snuggled against him, her head tucked against his neck, feeling safe, feeling…contented. “You need a way to drop me head-first into subspace, start face-fucking me.”
His breath felt warm against her scalp as he rubbed his chin against her head. “Promise me you’ll safeword, though.”
“I will if I need to. Nothing you did tonight was even close to making me safeword.”
“Will you stay the night?”
“Yes, Sir, but I need to send Ron a text so he doesn’t worry.”
“Is it weird that I want to eat snuggled in bed and watching TV for a little while?”
“With my shoes on?”
He snorted. “Yeah, sorry. They’re hot.”
She looked up into his eyes. “Whatever makes Sir happy.” She palmed his cheek. “And for the record, yeah, I’d love to go to sleep tonight with my ass filled, too.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
When Elvin carried Meri into his bedroom and gently laid her on his bed, she felt small and tiny and treasured. He still hadn’t undressed. He slid her skirt off her first, leaning in to kiss her legs all the way down to her ankles as he pulled the skirt down and over her shoes.
Yeah, she wouldn’t ask him to take the shoes off her yet. She could see the way his eyes narrowed, pleased, as his lips feathered around the ankle straps.
He thought they were sexy and he made her feel sexy in them. If for no other reason than that, she’d keep them on.
Wasn’t like she had to do any major walking in them or anything.
His fingers brushed the bottom hem of her shirt. “Shirt on or off, baby?”
“Sir’s choice.”
“No, baby. Your choice. When I give you a choice, it means I want you to make it.”
She traced her fingers up his sleeve, then tugged on it. “Can I wear your shirt instead?”
He smiled and removed his tie, followed by unbuttoning his shirt. The way his gaze met and held hers as he did it was sexy as fuck. She pulled her shirt off. When he handed his over, she closed her eyes and sniffed it, loving that it felt warm from him. She put it on but didn’t button it, even though she did pull it closed in front.
“How’s that, Sir?”
His eyes widened. “Goddamn,” he muttered. “That’s even fucking hotter.” He pushed her legs apart and bent in, lips latching on to her clit.
She squirmed, moaning as he played with her for a few seconds before lifting his head to meet her gaze. “Good girls always get rewarded.” His head dipped again, more teasing, this time slowly swiping his tongue up and along her clit.
Okay, then! Wearing one of his shirts like that got him hot. Good to know.
This time he didn’t get her over, driving her nearly to the edge and nearly insane with need as he teased and tormented her. Once she started begging for it, he lifted his head again and smiled that smile.
The smile she was quickly associating with Elvin in charge, his Dom coming out to play.
A smile she was seeing more frequently.
“What’ll you trade me for it, baby?”
“Anything, Sir.”
He grinned. “Good girl.” But he sat up and stretched, opening a nightstand drawer and grabbing a bottle of lube and…
A butt plug.
Not the biggest she’d ever worn, but it had been a while, and they hadn’t done any ass play yet. At least the butt plug was nearly as big as he was, and she knew if she could take it, she could take him.
He held them up. “Still willing to do anything?”
She nodded, squirming. “Yes, Sir.”
He rolled her over onto her hands and knees and pushed the shirt up and out of his way. Her head dropped to the mattress when she felt his lube-coated fingers pressing against her ass. “Time for me to claim you here, too, baby.”
He took his time and it made her even hornier. She gasped as he finally pressed the butt plug against her pucker and started slowly working it inside her. When she tried to fuck herself back against it, a stinging slap landed on her left ass cheek.
“Hold still,” he ordered. “Didn’t tell you to do that.”
It nearly shoved her over the edge again, but she forced herself to fall still and breathe through it, pushing as the widest part started stretching her open before her body sucked it in to the base.
“Good girl. Stay.” He crawled out of bed, she heard the sink run, then he returned a moment later.
He flipped her over and ate her out with her legs slung over his shoulders, not happy with making her come just once.
Oh, when he got started, all she could do was hang on and take it like his good girl.
When he finally sat up he wore a pleased smile. “Now we’ll eat dinner, and snuggle for a little while, and then I’ll take care of that for you before we go to sleep.”
 
* * * *
 
Elvin fucking loved the glazed look in her eyes as she struggled to process what he’d just said.
And, yeah, he was dying to fuck her ass. He knew he could have done it before now, but he’d wanted to save this for tonight, their first scene together, something special to finish off the evening.
The last thing he wanted to do tonight was interrupt their time together, so he used his phone to place an order for pizza and snuggled in bed with her, the TV on, while they waited for it to be delivered. She lay tucked against his side, not paying a damn bit of attention to the TV, either. With one leg slung over his and grinding against his thigh, her lips feathered over his chest and one hand kept sliding down toward his cock.
He’d smile, capture her, and tug her north again. “Is my baby girl horny?”
“Mmm-hmm.” She was so fucking sexy like this. His cock strained for freedom against his shorts, which he’d swapped out his slacks for, to be ready to answer the door.
But he wanted dinner first, because he knew after round two, he’d be ready to collapse for the evening. The past couple of weeks with her had sent his libido into overdrive, and that he wasn’t complaining about. Still, he was a few months shy of fifty, meaning he didn’t have the stamina he did in his twenties.
The tradeoff was having a lot more brains and common sense, though. He was able to appreciate things a lot more now.
Enough to recognize the perfection sweetly squirming in his arms.
Once their food arrived, he brought it into the bedroom, along with glasses of tea and napkins, and they ate straight from the boxes.
No pretenses, no pressures.
Even better, he felt a freedom to finally be himself, to unleash and explore all the fantasies he’d had and never thought would or could come true.
All that in her, this beautiful, sweet woman lying beside him.
After dinner he had her go remove the butt plug and rejoin him in bed. He had another surprise for her when she returned.
He held up the vibrator. “I’ve been shopping online.”
She smiled and crawled up the bed to kiss him. “So I see, Sir.”
He handed her a condom and lube. “You do it. I want to watch your face as you take me.”
He didn’t need to ask twice. She quickly sheathed and lubed him and started impaling her ass on his cock. Her heavy-lidded gaze remained locked on his as she did. A sharp hiss escaped him.
“Daaaamn, baby,” he hoarsely said. “That’s fuckin’ tight.”
A sultry smile curved her lips. “Then I guess Sir’s going to have to use me there a lot.”
“Fuuuuck.” He waited until he felt her ass settle all the way against his thighs before switching the vibrator on and holding it pressed against her clit. He reached up with the other hand and caught one pigtail to hold her in place. “Take it, baby. I know you want to be my good girl.”
Her ass clamped down on his cock and he nearly exploded. Wave after wave of orgasms washed through her. She braced her hands against his pecs, her eyes squeezed shut as she moaned her way through every cycle of pleasure he forced from her. He knew as soon as she started moving he’d be exploding, though, so he wanted this to last.
Everything about her, about them, felt like perfection.
“Look at me, baby.”
Meri finally forced her eyes open and the helpless need painted there shoved his heart full-on into love, and he damn well knew it.
“Love you, baby.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
“Give me one more, then you can start moving and get me off.”
He felt her climb, the tension winding taut in her muscles, tendons, every bit of her bracing for the inevitable explosion. And when it unleashed, another moan escaped her before she started fucking her ass on his cock.
And still he kept the vibrator pressed against her clit.
Releasing her hair, his hand dropped to her hip. “That’s it, baby. I own every bit of you now, don’t I?”
“Yes, Sir.” She threw her head back, gasping as one more small flutter rippled through her muscles and wrapped around his cock.
That shoved him over the edge. He dropped the vibrator, grabbed her other hip, and fucked his cock up into her for the last few thrusts before falling still as he pulsed and filled the condom.
She collapsed on top of him, sated and spent as he felt for, found, and shut off the vibrator.
He wrapped his arms around her. “Good?”
The way her body started shaking, trembling, at first he thought she was crying. It was only after he realized it was snickers, not sobs, that he relaxed.
She lifted her head. “Good? Sir, that was fucking awesome.” She leaned in and kissed him, tried to sit up just for him to hold her in place to deepen, sweeten their kiss.
“I like it when you call me Sir.”
Her lips curved in a sexy smile. “You might have mentioned that.”
“I want you to keep doing it.”
Her smile faded. “Are you collaring me?”
He nodded. “If you want it.”
She leaned in again and this time her kiss was full of passion and heat, and if he hadn’t just nutted he’d be hard again and ready to go. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. “I want it.”
 
* * * *
 
Meredith’s heart thudded in her chest as she stared down at him.
“Not a lot going to change right now.” He reached up and palmed her cheek. “Hope you don’t mind that, but I want to start slow. I want us to have a few rituals, but I want them to be what I want them to be, and that you’ll enjoy, too, not something someone else came up with and I’m just copying. I want to find what works for us. So part of this is you being patient with me and letting me find my way through it. And I want to find a day collar for you, so that’s going to take a little bit. I want something that’s meaningful to both of us. You okay with that, not having one for now?”
“Absolutely, Sir.”
She loved the way his eyes crinkled at the edges when he smiled. “Yeah. You call me Sir when we’re alone. Or around Ron. He knows, so no big.”
“Yes, Sir.”
He patted her on the rump to get up, and they went into the bathroom together to clean up and grab a quick shower together. Back to bed, where he put a movie on and they snuggled together. She loved draping herself over him, the feel of his flesh against hers.
“Rules still apply that what we do doesn’t mess with work or family. And your hard limits are still in place. But I’m in charge now, between us. Got it?”
“Yes, Sir.” She’d hit subspace a couple of times that night, and on the back side of it she realized just how much she’d missed the sweet, cozy feel of it holding her in its depths.
And snuggling on the back side of it, relishing the way her body felt, the good aches she knew she’d have tomorrow.
He kissed the top of her head. “I expect you to talk to me, though. Just like I’ll talk to you. If something isn’t working for you, you need to tell me. I might want to change it, or I might have a reason for doing it.”
“Yes, Sir.” A yawn escaped her.
That coaxed a chuckle from him. “Go to sleep, baby girl. Love you.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Just before dark early on a Friday evening, Elvin had finished grading papers and was tidying up the house and looking forward to his time that weekend with Meri. This had been the best two months of his life, and one thought kept thrumming through his brain lately.
He was pretty sure Meri was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.
Correction, not pretty sure—dead certain.
It was simply a matter of continuing to build her trust in him and not doing anything to damage it.
They spent several nights a week together, and usually all weekend every weekend. He was slowly learning his way through using implements on her, taking his time so he didn’t harm her.
They hadn’t played at Venture yet, but that was okay. They frequently went, watched, then returned to his house to play.
Rope was next on his list to start learning, and Meri was eagerly on board with that plan.
He’d finally found the perfect day collar for her, a stainless steel chainmaille bracelet woven in an intricate pattern, and something she could wear to work or out and about without arousing suspicion.
Alone behind closed doors, she now had a set of leather cuffs and a collar to wear for him.
It was the only thing she was allowed to wear—except for one of his shirts when he could tell she felt vulnerable and needed it—when they were home alone together.
Even better? He’d already had one bad pain cycle, where he shouldn’t have mowed the grass and he did and it put him flat on his back and needing the vape pen.
As grouchy and miserable as he’d been, Meri had stuck with him, giving him a long, sweet back rub and snuggling with him, content just to be with him.
It felt nearly magical after years of solitude.
He’d proven to her he wanted her just the way she was, and she was proving it to him, too.
His next step would be inviting her over to Momma’s to meet her and Albert and Sondra. Although he’d told them about Meri, that hadn’t happened yet, because their schedules hadn’t matched up. And then they’d also had to travel to Atlanta for Keisha’s husband’s funeral a few weeks ago.
The man she’d cheated on him with had been two decades older than her and died of natural causes.
He’d just put a load of clothes in the dryer when he heard the doorbell ring.
Odd.
He thought it was a little early for it to be Meri, and he wasn’t expecting anyone else.
Besides, Meri wouldn’t ring the bell. They both just walked into the other’s house when they were expected.
Unless maybe I forgot to leave it unlocked for her?
When he stepped into the entryway and looked through the viewfinder his heart dropped, hitting his feet before it started racing.
There, on his front porch, stood Keisha.
Looking every damn bit as good as she had back then, when she’d still been his wife.
What the fuck?
After a moment of arguing with himself, he answered the door but kept a grip on it so he could slam it in her face if necessary. Belatedly, he realized he should have pretended not to recognize her. Hadn’t seen her in, what, twenty years, at least. That’d be understandable.
Instead, he kept his expression carefully schooled and his tone gruff. “Yeah?”
She arched a carefully sculpted eyebrow at him in that way she’d always had. “That’s not very friendly, Wynn.”
Scolding him as if he didn’t have a right to be at the very least irritated at her.
“What do you want?”
“I was in town to visit Momma, and heard you still lived right here. I thought I’d drop by and say hi. Aren’t you gonna invite me in?”
Keisha had parked right next to his car, where she’d always parked before.
Where Meri would be parking when she arrived soon.
“This gonna take long? I have company coming over.” Despite his better instincts, he opened the door and let her step inside.
Except he knew, if she was still the same woman in some ways, that if he tried to get her to go away she’d stand out there on his front porch arguing—possibly making a scene—until she’d had whatever say she’d wanted to say, or made whatever point she wanted to make. It’d be easier to do this inside behind a closed door and get it over with faster.
After he closed the door behind her he didn’t miss how she took in the place. “Looks good, Wynn. You been taking care of it, and yourself.” She turned, her gaze scanning him. “Real good.” Her sexy smile actually creeped him out and killed any possibility of him popping wood over how good she looked. “Done real good, it looks like.”
“What do you want, Keisha?”
The pouty voice. “I told you, I wanted to say hi. Spend some time catchin’ up.”
“You could’ve said hi on the front porch. And I don’t want to catch up with you.”
An evil smile filled her face. “Momma said you ain’t married. You gotta girlfriend gonna be jealous you talkin’ with me?”
Jealous wasn’t the word he’d use, but he didn’t owe Keisha jack shit, and definitely not an explanation. “I don’t understand why you’re here.”
She set her purse down on the dining room table like she still owned it. Which she didn’t, because she took the old one with her and that one had come from IKEA about ten years earlier. “Well, I suppose Momma or someone musta told you I was widowed now, didn’t they?”
Yeah, they had, but for only six weeks into her mourning, she sure was acting like a fucking merry widow.
He didn’t leave the entryway and stood with his arms crossed over his chest. “We don’t talk about you,” he lied, suspecting Albert wouldn’t have talked to her about his talks with him.
He hoped.
He damn well knew Sondra wouldn’t. She hated Keisha.
A scowl crossed her face. “Kinda weird, ain’t it? You still friends with my family and all, and you don’t talk about me? Like you’re still trying to stay close to me, huh?”
“I love them, not you. They’ve been kind to me throughout the years. Especially after my accident. If you came here to play games today, I ain’t buyin’. I need you gone.”
“Oh, come on, Wynn.” She tipped her chin down and smiled at him. “We was good together.”
“No, we weren’t.” He gave up any pretense of trying to just “get along.” “You were toxic. I spent too many damn years wondering what was wrong with me when it was you with the problem. You cheated on me and left me for an older, richer guy.”
“But lookatchoo now!” She held her hands out. “You bettered yourself. Made a real man of you. You got a good job, a nice house.” She waved her hands at his body. “Can’t tell me you weren’t trying to get my attention.” She tried what he had once thought of as her sexy smile. A smile that used to make him so hard he’d leave a wet spot in his briefs.
Today it only rolled his stomach. “I spent two fucking weeks in a coma. I look like this now because I almost died and I realized I wasted too many fucking years on mourning you. Not a damn bit of this had anything to do with you.”
Also sort of a lie, because in his head he’d spent a lot of time doing reps and lifting weights while trying to banish her words and voice from his memory.
So that if this day ever came, he could laugh in her face, turn his back, and walk away from her.
“Oh, but I think it did, didn’t it? You damn sure did everything I told you needed doin’, now, didn’t you?” She turned, hands on her hips, as if surveying the house again, the way she had when they’d first bought it.
Like she was planning on what to do with it.
“I’m thinking about moving back to Sarasota,” she said. “Momma ain’t gettin’ any younger, and now I don’t have anything keepin’ me in Atlanta. We could get together for dinner.” She faced him again, her smile still in place. “Bet you’re even better in bed now than you used to be.”
He walked over to where she’d set her purse down, grabbed it, and shoved it at her, forcing her to take it. Letting her into the house had been a massive mistake. “Not listening to any of your bullshit today, woman.” He stormed over to the front door, opened it, and glared at her. “Out. Now.”
The tip of her head to the side as she appraised him sent a chill up his spine. He knew that look, too. She wasn’t done. Not by a long-shot.
“Okay. Be that way.” She slowly strolled to the doorway. “I can tell you’re playin’ hard-to-get. I guess I deserve it.” She paused next to him, sweetly smiling up at him. “You know you ain’t had better than me, though.”
“You’re dead wrong about that.”
He didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until he read the storm clouds in her eyes.
Fuck it. He didn’t owe her shit, and he didn’t have to be nice to her. He was about to lay into her when the sight of a car pulling into his driveway caught his eye and he realized Meri had arrived.
Shit. Just what he needed.
He stepped out, pulling the door shut with him and forcing Keisha to step out onto the porch or get hit in the ass by it. “Time for you to leave.”
“Oh, I think I want to hang around and meet your new lady friend.”
Elvin struggled against the urge to put hands on her—around her throat, preferably—and grab her by the arm to drag her to her car. He wouldn’t put it past the bitch to call the cops on him and cause trouble for him.
He also didn’t like the sick look on Meri’s face when she got out of her car, an expression she quickly schooled as she headed up the walkway toward the porch.
It didn’t escape his notice that she wasn’t carrying her overnight bag or purse, either.
Shit.
“So introduce me to your little friend, Wynn,” Keisha drawled as she hooked an arm around his.
He yanked his arm free. “Keisha, if you don’t get the hell outta here, I’m gonna call the sheriff’s office and let them drag you outta here.”
 
* * * *
 
Meri wasn’t sure what the hell was going on. Yeah, she was almost an hour early, but she’d finished all the chores she’d wanted to do after work sooner than she’d expected to. He’d told her himself she was always welcomed to come over earlier.
But the daggers the other woman shot in her direction set off a flurry of reactions inside Meri, most of which would earn her a call to a bail bondsman…or for Ron to come back her up and bring his axe.
And a couple of swords.
Maybe a few Viking friends, too.
“Aw, you bein’ so unfriendly when we’ve got a history.” The woman clucked her tongue. “Datin’ a white girl, though? Really? And one so…skinny? Is this what you’ve sunk to? Couldn’t at least pick one with cleavage? You know you prefer a thick girl, honey. You always have.” She cupped a hand around her own ample right breast and lifted it a little, the meaning clear.
Meri’s cheeks burned, but she wasn’t about to let this fucking bitch talk to her like that. “Oh, are you that cheating whore who was the best, what, three hundred pounds he ever lost?”
Okay, low blow, but Meri wouldn’t deny she liked the way the woman’s eyes flicked in reaction, meaning Meri had struck a wounding blow of her own.
The woman dropped what looked to be a very expensive purse and stepped toward her, removing her earrings as she did. “Bitch, you better—”
“Bring it, cunt!”
Elvin stepped between them, forcing Meri around and away from the other woman. “Keisha, get the fuck off my property. Right now. And don’t you dare set foot on it again.”
She tried to jab a finger in Meri’s face, around Elvin. “Nah, no bitch gonna talk to me like that!”
“Come at me, you gold-digging whore!”
Elvin scooped up Keisha’s purse and flung it toward the woman’s car, earning a shriek from the woman as she practically dove after it. It hit the driveway and fell over, some of the contents spilling out.
Meri took a step after her but Elvin scooped an arm around her waist from behind and lifted her off her feet. “No you don’t, baby girl. You’d better stay right where I put you, too.”
He carried her across the porch, opened the front door, and set her inside, then pulled the door shut and held it shut while Meri pounded on it from the other side. She didn’t stand a chance trying to yank it open.
She bolted over to the dining room window and stared out it, watching as Elvin pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Calling 911, Keisha. Get your skank ass off my property.”
While scooping her shit into her purse, she screamed something incoherent at him but finally climbed into her car and peeled out of the driveway.
Meri charged toward the front door as Elvin walked in, his cell phone apparently back in his pocket because it wasn’t in his hand.
“What the hell was she doing here?” She realized she was screaming and didn’t care.
“She showed up a few minutes before you did. Said she was in town to visit her mom. Literally, she arrived less than five minutes before you got here.”
“You let her into your house? Why?”
“I was hoping to avoid a scene.”
“So how’d that work for you?”
His hands gently cupped around her shoulders and he dropped his voice. “Baby, I swear, I didn’t know she was coming over.”
Of course she trusted him. She wouldn’t be dating him—or doing the other stuff they’d done—if she didn’t trust him.
Still, it stung.
“She does not set foot inside this house again. Not unless you want to kiss my ass good-bye. Hard fucking limit, Elvin.”
“Done.”
Not even the briefest of hesitation in his response.
“I mean it,” she said. “That bitch shows up—”
“Then I keep the door closed and call 911 to get her out of here,” he said. “I know her game now and it isn’t working on me.”
She was about to say something else when his phone rang, not his default ringtone but one she hadn’t heard before.
He released her and pulled his phone out, looked at it, then answered. “Hey, Momma. How you doin’? … Um, well—okay. … Yeah, she already showed up and left, and— … Yeah, I—” He closed his eyes, rubbing at his forehead as he seemed to be searching for a response. “What time tomorrow? … All right, five. Okay, thank you, Momma. I’ll see if she can. Yeah. Love you, too.”
A chill settled inside her. “What?”
The fact that he hesitated told her more than what he eventually said when he found his voice. “That was Momma.”
“You mean Keisha’s mom?”
“Yeah.”
“What the hell did she want?”
The flash of a hard look crossed his face before he schooled his expression back to cool and calm. “You know I love her, baby. Momma, not Keisha. She and Albert and Albert’s wife, Sondra, they helped me out. After my accident. Keisha don’t have a damn thing to do with that.”
“And of course she’s calling now?”
“She mentioned Keisha was in town and had talked about stopping by here.”
She barked a laugh she knew was too high, too harsh. “Perfect timing. What’d she want?”
“She invited me over to dinner tomorrow at Albert and Sondra’s at five. It’s her birthday Monday, and they’re having the party early.”
“I thought we were going to Venture tomorrow night.”
“We still will, after I get back.”
“But we were going to go to Sigalo’s with everyone.”
Part of her hated that he looked like he was trying to hold on to his patience, like he…knew how much this was going to hurt her. “Baby, she’s gonna be seventy-five, and this means a lot to her.”
“Fine, but I’ll strangle that bitch if she so much as looks at you wrong. Your ex,” she added. “Not your ex-mother-in-law.”
He let out a breath. “Honey, you’re not going.”
The cold chill inside her headed toward blizzard territory. “Why not? Am I not invited? Or did you not even tell them about me? Are you ashamed to be dating a ‘white girl’?”
“Actually, she did invite you. And yes, obviously I’ve told her about you or she couldn’t have invited you, now, could she?”
Meri stared at him for a moment, certain she’d misheard him. “Then why can’t I go?”
“Because maybe Ron can afford bail money, but I’m not sure I can, and I’m a teacher.”
“You…you’re serious?”
But that was mostly rhetorical, because she could tell from the look on his face he was.
“You’re not taking me to meet them?”
“Baby, I’ll be happy to take you to meet them any other time, as long as Keisha isn’t there. I’m not putting the two of you together in the same room. And don’t think I missed that potshot she took at you and what it probably triggered in your head.”
“Which one?” She realized her voice was climbing in volume and didn’t care. “The one about me being white, or basically calling me a flat-chested twig? Don’t think I didn’t notice you not standing up for me!”
“I threw her off my property and threatened to call the cops on her, baby. Unless I punched her and got myself tossed in jail, I can’t do much more than that.”
“But you’re still going to go? Without me? What happened to us spending all day together tomorrow?”
He rubbed at his forehead again. “Sweetheart, you’re spending the night here and will be here all day and tomorrow night. And Sunday night. I’ll only be an hour or two, at the most, and you’ll be here when I come back. It’s better this way, really. Baby, please understand. I’m not close to my family. When I was in the wreck, it was Albert and Sondra, and Momma and all them, who were at my bedside, who took care of me. They’re like blood to me.” He sighed. “But you tell me no, and I won’t go.”
But she hated the tone in his voice when he gave her that concession—defeated. The last thing she wanted to do to him was make him sound like that, the same way he’d sounded telling her about what Keisha had done to him, the emotional carnage she’d wreaked upon him by divorcing him the way she had.
“So if I tell you no, you can’t go, then I’m a bitch. If I tell you yes, that woman will be all over you all night long.”
“No, I will not think you’re a bitch if you tell me no. And you did see how I was trying to get her off my property, right?”
“Yeah, and if you’re at her brother’s house you’ll be nice to get along and not upset her.”
“Then tell me no, Meri. Tell me no, and I’ll call Momma back and say sorry, I can’t go.”
“Why can’t I go if she invited me?”
“Because you nearly ripped Keisha’s weave out and I’m afraid she’d hurt you if she went after you, or I’d hurt her keeping her from going after you.”
Pain welled inside her soul. She knew the adult answer was to let him go and then be waiting for him after.
Only trouble was she wasn’t feeling very much like an adult right now. She jerked away from him and pulled her keys from her pocket. “Go. Do whatever you want. You don’t owe me anything.” She headed for the front door.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going home.”
“Baby, please—”
“No. Not tonight.” She hoped he didn’t try to stop her because she wasn’t sure she was strong enough emotionally to stand up to him, and from the toxic soup bubbling in her soul right now, she knew staying without being able to retreat to a private corner to process and lick her emotional wounds was a recipe for disaster.
“Okay,” he finally said. “You’re still going to come over tomorrow, right?”
“I’ll think about it. We can talk about it tomorrow.”
“Meri, baby—”
She turned, holding up a hand. “I trust you. But right now I’m angry, and it’s better I leave before I say anything either of us will regret. This…this really triggered me, and I’m not going to lie and say I can deal with this right now when obviously, I can’t. Besides, I’m not feeling much like in the mood to do anything now, anyway. You want to go tomorrow, then go. I know you love them. I don’t have the right to tell you no, and I don’t have to like that she’s going to be there. Either I trust you, or you fuck me over and I prove to be a fucking moron, again.”
She slammed the front door behind her, which wasn’t adulty at allllll.
Damn sure didn’t care, either.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Meredith headed home to Ron’s, blinking away tears during the entire drive. It was after dark when she arrived. Knowing Ron had planned to go to bed early since he’d be up before dawn tomorrow morning to get to his Viking group’s gathering, she tried to stay quiet when she let herself in the front door. Apparently, he was in Viking mode already or something, because he appeared in the living room entryway with a scowl on his face.
“What are you still doing up?” she asked. “I thought you had to be up early tomorrow?”
He crossed his arms over his chest and gave her “the look.” “What are you doing home? You’re supposed to be at Wynn’s.”
“Nothing. It’s not important.” She brushed past him and headed down the hall, her overnight bag and purse over her shoulder.
He followed like a bloodhound. “Uh, you look upset, you sound pissed off, and I was under the impression that you were spending the weekend with Wynn and I wouldn’t see you until Monday night. Talk to me, Meri.”
She turned at the door to her room. “His ex-wife showed up a few minutes before I got there, and he had to throw her out. She and I got into it. Then her mom called literally right after it happened and asked Elvin to come over tomorrow for dinner, because it’s Momma’s birthday, and she loves him like a son. She invited me, too, but he’s not going to take me because he’s afraid I’ll punch Keisha and he’s not wrong. I’m not going to be an immature bitch and tell him not to go without me.”
She shoved her bedroom door open and stepped inside, dropping her shit on the bed.
Ron followed. “Sooo…instead of an immature bitch, you’re going to be a passive-aggressive bitch, and then take it out on him for, what, a week?”
“A couple of days, at least.”
“Yeah, that’s mature.”
She spun on him. “You didn’t hear how his ex talked to me.”
“Uh, no, I didn’t, but you told me he threw her out. And why the fuck is he going to dinner with her family after the way she talked to you?”
“Because he’s close to her family. After his accident, they took care of him and helped him out. He’s not close to his own family. Believe it or not, that part doesn’t bother me. Not like our parents excelled in that area, either.”
“Ah.”
“What?” She yanked off her shoes and threw them in her closet from where she stood.
“Before you commit first-degree footwear homicide, can we back up a step?”
She glared at him.
“Meri, he loves you.”
“Yeah, and I fucking love him, too.” She yanked off her shirt and threw that into the closet, too, not caring Ron stood right there. Hell, he’d seen her naked plenty of times throughout their lives, including post-op. She grabbed a shirt from her bed, realized it was Elvin’s, lobbed it into the closet, and grabbed a robe to pull on.
“So you were invited…but he won’t take you?”
“Oh, that’s the kicker. Momma invited him to bring me, too, but he said he’s not going to take me, because blah-blah-blah, bail’s expensive.”
“I’m sure if you asked him not to—”
“I’m not going to ask him not to go! He should want to not go if his ex is going to be there and he won’t take me!” she yelled before bursting into tears. “He shouldn’t want to go without me!”
“There it is,” Ron gently said, pulling her into his arms before sinking onto the end of the bed with her. “Let it out.”
“I want him to not want to go if she’s going to be there, or to not want to go without me. I can’t tell him not to go because that’d be petty and immature.”
“Yeeesss,” he drawled as he rocked her in his arms. “Because you’re acting sooo magnanimous and mature right now.”
It made her cry harder.
“Being an adult sucks, sweetie,” he said. “He loves you. He’d be dead in a ditch by now if I thought he didn’t.”
“I love him, too.”
He nuzzled his face against the top of her head. “He’s not Peter,” he gently said. “Peter was an idiot.”
“Maybe I’m meant to be alone.”
“Um, suuurre. That’s not overreacting at allll.”
“So I’m supposed to just smile and eat my feelings?”
He made her sit up and look at him. “No, you talk them out. Tell him how you feel.”
“I told him how I feel. I told him he could go and that I wasn’t going to stop him.”
“Was that before or after you slammed the door?”
“Huh?”
He smirked. “I received a warning call before you arrived. I’d just fallen asleep.”
“Oh.” That explained why he was up and waiting for her. “Sorry.”
“Hey, what’s a little brother for?”
“So why’d you make me tell you what happened if you knew what happened?”
“Because you were ready to explode and needed to vent, and if I didn’t get you to cry it out you’d be slamming doors all night.”
“Sorry,” she muttered.
“He feels bad you’re upset, and he was worried about you. Asked me to text him when you got home so he knew you were okay.”
“But he doesn’t feel bad enough to not go.”
Ron cupped her face in his hands. “You trust him?”
“Yes.”
“You love him?”
“Of course I do.”
“Okay, then. Doesn’t mean he’ll always do stuff you like. Just like I’m sure there will be times you go do stuff he isn’t happy about, but I doubt he’d tell you no. If you tell him no, he won’t go. But I know you. If you tell him no and he doesn’t go, you’ll feel like shit later.”
“I feel like shit now.”
“You’ll feel shittier. Honey, it’s what will happen. Take a few deep breaths, try to relax, and then talk it out with him tomorrow when you go over there.”
“I’m not going anywhere tomorrow.”
“I meant when you go over to his place.”
“That’s what I meant.” She pulled away and stood, yanking off her skirt from under her robe. “Fuck it. I’ll be too pissed off knowing he was there earlier. I’m staying home. And Sunday. I could use the extra sleep.”
“So…what happens then? You stew all day tomorrow, and all day Sunday, until you see him Monday night?”
“He’s got parent conferences Monday and Tuesday evening. I have D&D on Tuesday, and I’m doing Vikings with you on Wednesday night.”
The eyebrow slid up again. “You’re going to avoid him until Thursday?”
“He’s supposed to be at a PTO meeting Thursday night.” Her left fingers played with her bracelet—her day collar—on her right wrist. She found herself doing that a lot since he’d first put it on her. She only took it off for showers, or if she was doing chores or something that might mess it up.
Ron leaned back and propped his arms on the bed. “Let me take a wild guess—something’s going on Friday night that’ll make getting together impossible?”
“I’m sure I’ll think of something by then,” she muttered.
His heavy sigh imparted a lot of things he didn’t need to verbalize, especially not to her.
“Goddammit, am I not allowed to be pissed off?”
“Sure, but this is a little extreme, dontcha think?”
She jabbed a finger at him. “So says the guy who wanted to take an axe to Peter and separate his head from his neck.”
“Wanted? Oh, no no no, sweetheart. Want, present tense. Still do, even this many months later.”
He stood and caught her hands in his, gently squeezing. “Promise me you’ll get the brattiness out of your system and talk to him, huh? Don’t drag this out. You can be upset and tell him that, let him apologize, and move past it.”
“But he should still get to go?”
“What do you think? Do you honestly believe manipulating his emotions into not going is a healthy or even fair reaction?”
“I did healthy and fair before and look where it got me. Why do I have to be the one to be an adult here? Why can’t I, as his sub, say look, this pisses me off, hurts me, and hits a whole control panel full of trigger buttons I have, and makes me feel insecure and like I don’t matter?”
“You can,” he said, “but it still doesn’t mean you should make him not go.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Get some sleep, sweetheart. Talk to him tomorrow. Maybe go over before he’s supposed to go. Fuck his brains out so he doesn’t have time to get a shower and goes over with pussy breath and smelling like you rode his face.” He smiled. “Mark your territory. Put on lipstick and blow him. Kiss the back of his head and leave lipstick there, too. Text him sexy pics of you waiting for him.”
But the chill already creeping into her soul demanded attention, action.
Reaction.
A pre-emptive strike to prevent another nuking of her soul and emotions. “Good night, Ron.”
Another sigh, but he didn’t say anything. He left the room, gently closing the door behind him.
She slumped onto the bed again and realized her purse was buzzing.
Digging out her phone revealed Elvin trying to call her.
Despite knowing she should answer it, she honestly didn’t trust herself right now. Instead, she hit the button to send the call to voice mail, then switched it off and dumped it back into her purse.
She couldn’t talk to him without calming down first. She loved him and felt too angry and hurt, and no, it wasn’t his fault. Not really.
It was old shit that wasn’t even his to deal with.
She trusted him. She didn’t have any business being with him if she didn’t trust him.
Maybe the problem was that she didn’t trust herself.
Especially not to make good decisions under pain and duress, to not say something hurtful that she couldn’t take back—to recognize red flags in herself or others.
None of it.
 
* * * *
 
Ron wore boxers and was leaning against the counter the next morning when she wandered into the kitchen at five thirty after her alarm awakened her.
“What in Odin’s name are you doing up at this hour?”
“I’m going with you.” She grabbed her travel mug and poured coffee. “I’ll be ready in a few minutes.”
He stared at her.
“What?”
“This isn’t mature or healthy, Meri. You should talk to Wynn.”
“I’ll talk to him later.”
“Later when?”
She pushed off from the counter with her coffee to grab a fast shower. “I’ll be dressed and ready to go in twenty minutes.”
No, she wasn’t going to argue with him about this today. Talking about it wasn’t in the runes, either.
She needed time to clear her head. Maybe that was part of the problem, once she and Elvin started sleeping together, hell, they spent every weekend together, all weekend, and most weeknights. Nearly inseparable.
Maybe they needed a little separation.
She needed it, to think, to clear her head.
To process her anger and pain away from him, so he wasn’t caught in the emotional blast zone.
So she wasn’t tempted to lash out at him and wound him more than Keisha had already wounded him.
And her.
This really was her problem, not his. Sucky timing and circumstances, sure, but she had Ron. Elvin didn’t have any close family. Keisha’s family was his family, and unless Elvin had sold Meredith a truckload of bullshit, none of Keisha’s family was close to her.
And yes, Meri was sitting in his passenger seat when Ron pulled out of the driveway twenty-five minutes later. She’d opted for an oversized T-shirt over denim shorts.
A baggy shirt that disguised her shape well enough.
Ron was…
Well, a Viking.
Tunic, breeches—he’d left the leg wraps off and was wearing purple Crocs instead of his leather shoes.
For that she thought he should be horsewhipped, but she wasn’t going to bring it up and criticize his fashion sense. That might give him a very valid opening to point out to her how childish she was currently acting.
Which she was perfectly aware of.
Not just childish, but petty.
They rode in silence, Ron having enough sense to not try to get her to talk that early. It was about forty minutes later, and she had no clue where they were. She wore her dark sunglasses, even though it wasn’t that bright yet, and snapped a selfie of herself forcing a cheery smile with Ron driving in the background to post on Facebook.
 
Going to watch little bro beat the snot out of other Vikings. #itssooooooearly
 
Maybe Elvin would see it. He could go out and do things on his own?
Fine, so could she.
Didn’t matter that he would never object to her doing stuff with Ron.
Didn’t matter that she could be snuggled in Elvin’s arms right now, in his perfectly comfortable bed, instead of riding with her brother to Nowhere, Florida, at shitty-fuck-thirty in the morning.
No, seriously, they were like in the middle of no-fucking-where.
“They have bathrooms at this park, right?”
He tossed a smirk her way. “Second thoughts?”
“I just don’t want to wipe my ass with poison ivy after squatting behind a tree.”
They actually stopped at a McDonald’s and went in, both to use the bathroom and order breakfast to go. The state park was only a few minutes away.
To her great relief, yes, there were real bathrooms on-site.
A group of about forty people, mostly adult men and women, a few teenagers, and a couple of younger girls and boys, had gathered around one picnic shelter. Meri recognized a few of them from the socials, but most of them were strangers.
She took a couple of pictures, including a perfectly framed close-up of Ron’s sword lying on a picnic table, looking golden in the glow from the rising sun.
She made it her Facebook profile picture. She and Wynn had each other listed as being in a relationship together on their profiles, and that info was set to public, not to friends-only.
Let the bitch figure out who I am and see that shit there.
For shits and giggles, she changed her angle and took another picture of the sword, lengthways, and set it to be her Facebook header picture.
Maybe I should try being a Viking, too.
Smacking the hell out of something sure sounded like a damn good idea right now.
Maybe she could pretend it was Keisha’s head.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Elvin slept like shit Friday night without Meri by his side. He was tempted to call Momma, make his apologies, and ask if he could get together with her on a different night, bring Meri over to meet her.
And be honest about why he had to cancel.
That Keisha had pulled bullshit, and had badly wounded Meri’s psyche in the process.
Although he’d rather not do that over the phone. He knew Momma would believe him—she’d said enough about her daughter’s treatment of him over the years he damn well knew Momma was on his side, not Keisha’s—but it was the principle of the matter.
Then there was the part of him who wanted to just get along, not cause waves, knowing that Momma didn’t have many years left on this earth and not wanting to contribute his own drama to the mess when Keisha always brought a metric fuckton of her own everywhere she went.
He knew Momma still held on to guilt that wasn’t hers to own about how Keisha had divorced him.
As he lay there, resentment at Keisha’s intrusion into his nearly perfect life simmered.
He’d made peace with his life.
He’d made peace with his pain—physical and emotional.
He’d met the perfect woman for him and…
Boom.
At least Ron had texted him last night after Meri arrived, because either she was ignoring him or had turned off her phone.
He’d bet on the second.
The anger and anguish on her face when she’d left last night made him doubt himself. Should he have refused to go to dinner with Keisha being there? Maybe he had done wrong by Meri.
There was no way to frame this in a BDSM context, either. This was outside their dynamic because they weren’t married and this was outside their narrowly and well-defined hard limits for now. Just like he’d sworn never to interfere with her relationship with Ron, she’d said she wouldn’t interfere with his relationship with Momma, Albert, and Sondra.
She’d asked for space and time.
Her ex had done as much of a number to her and her psyche as Keisha had done to him and his, and he wouldn’t resent it or hold it against Meri. Had she quietly agreed he could go without any arguing and let it fester, that would have been different.
Actually, it would have been worse.
Far worse.
He would take loud acknowledgment and slamming doors, something that he could focus on and deal with, over his actions silently poisoning their dynamic without a chance to fix it before it was too far gone.
It was nearly seven when he dragged himself out of bed. As he sat on the toilet he scrolled through his phone. No responses from Meri, of course.
Damn, this hurt her.
He had a text from Ron, though, sent at 5:37 a.m.
 
She’s with me today. We’ll be out until late afternoon at least. Don’t be shocked if she stays silent. She’s struggling. I’ll work on her. Spare key in south side flowerbed inside Viking gnome’s ass. Alarm code is 2218. ;) Make some magic, buddy.
 
A plan formed in his brain. Wasn’t sure how good of a plan it was, but he’d go with his gut.
He responded.
 
Thanks, man. Will do.
 
That’s when he noticed in his Facebook alerts that she’d posted something.
When he checked, not only had she posted a selfie of herself and Ron, but had changed her profile and header pictures to sword pictures, making him chuckle.
She might be upset, but she’s still feisty.
She was sending Keisha a message, of that he was dead certain. While he hadn’t blocked Keisha on Facebook, he wasn’t friends with her, either. Except his relationship status was public.
If Keisha went spying on him, she’d find Meri’s profile. If Keisha went looking for it today, she’d find what Elvin knew was a less-than-veiled shot across Keisha’s bow, even though Keisha likely wouldn’t recognize that.
He saved the picture of her and Ron that she’d posted. That’s my girl.
Except her smile looked tight, unhappy.
Forced.
He clicked like on all three pictures and wondered if she was watching her feed to see if he’d react.
Fuck that.
He opened up the ongoing text thread with her. The last three had been sent last night from him to her with no responses.
 
Please talk to me. I love you.
 
At least please text me when you get home so I know you’re safe.
 
Good night, baby girl. I love you.
 
He could excuse her response—or lack thereof—because he understood how badly this unexpected intrusion had triggered her.
Hell, it’d fucking triggered him, too.
Even more, he hoped this didn’t drive a proactive wedge between Meri wanting to meet and get to know Momma. He knew if Meri and Ron met Momma, she, Albert, and Sondra would adopt them into the family, something he suspected both siblings needed, especially considering their lack of parental involvement and support.
Again, something he totally understood from their point of view.
Lived it, stuck a pin in it.
He contemplated what to say and went for the simple and easy.
 
Good morning, baby girl. I love you.
 
He wouldn’t sit there and blow up her phone, either.
He’d take some action.
Make some magic.
 
* * * *
 
It was late in the afternoon when Ron and Meredith loaded into his car to return to Sarasota. She felt totally exhausted, was sweaty, dirty, would probably be sore in all sorts of ways she wasn’t normally sore after a weekend spent with Elvin…
And she’d managed to pull her brain back into her skull.
He’d sent her a good-morning text, and had marked that he liked the three pictures she’d posted earlier, but hadn’t jumped all over her. She knew, because she’d left her phone on to see if he would keep trying to get ahold of her.
If he’d tried to smother her today it’d be a red flag, but he’d sent his own silent message through his economy of communication—I’m awake, I’m here, and I’m waiting.
She wouldn’t make him wait forever, because she knew there would be a tipping point.
Besides that, she owed it to him to open up and not keep him hanging.
As Ron drove, she started uploading more pictures to Facebook, some she took and some Ron took for her when she was working with a shield, sword, and spear, learning some of their sparring routines with one of their lead guys.
She wasn’t anywhere close to being dubbed a shield maiden, because she’d had to work slow and carefully, her sparring partners using LARP weapons that weren’t sharp because she didn’t have leather or chainmaille armor.
But she’d had fun, and most of the dark and dangerous buzzings in her brain had finally faded into background noise.
By now, Elvin would be heading over to Momma’s house for dinner. Once she and Ron returned home, she’d take a long, hot bath to soak and rinse the dirt off, pour herself a mug of mead, and then send Elvin a text to apologize and then wait for him to call her once he was free to talk.
She’d acted crazy enough. She wouldn’t compound that by jealously calling or blowing up his phone and stressing him out when he was out somewhere.
If he called her.
That was a very real and distinct possibility, and she wouldn’t deny it.
Hell, I wouldn’t want to call me after the way I’d acted.
It’d serve her right if he was scared off by her behavior, by seeing her at her worst.
No, not her worst, but right down there pretty damn close to it.
Her worst had been keeping her cancer diagnosis and surgery from Ron.
“Order us pizza, please,” Ron asked. “If you order it now for take-out, we should arrive there right about the time it’s ready.”
“Sure.” She opened the chain’s app and placed the order, not needing to ask what he wanted for toppings.
“What’d you think about today?” he asked when she finished.
“It was great. I thought you said that you guys wouldn’t be starting up again now?”
“This was just a fun day, not a serious day. You weren’t paying the slightest bit of attention to the card weavers or nålbinders, were you?”
“Were they the ones with the yarn?”
He snorted. “Yeah, Meri. They were the ones with the yarn. And there were some leather crafters, too. It was kind of a catch-all day. They have sewing days, too, but those they hold at someone’s house. Kind of hard to run a sewing machine out here, without electricity.”
“They don’t hand-sew everything?” She smiled.
“We’re not that fastidious. Hey, I made my own garb. A lot of the guys go and the women teach us how to sew. They tell us how much and what kind of fabric to buy, then help us with the patterns and measurements and cutting things out. It’s pretty cool.”
It had been fun getting together with the whole group like that. Back in St. Louis, she had friends, but most of them were from work, or met while being regulars at bars with people from work.
With everyone out of work, or finding new jobs and not having time to get together, they’d all kind of…faded away, mostly.
A lot of her kinky friends had been Peter’s friends first, and she hadn’t wanted much to do with them even if most of them had been on her side of what happened.
These people all felt like she could be friends with them. It was one of the reasons she loved the Wednesday get-togethers with Ron and his friends.
“I owe Elvin an apology,” she quietly said.
He snorted. “I’m assuming that was rhetorical and not asking my opinion?”
“Smartass.”
“Better than being a dumbass.” Even behind his sunglasses she could see the arched eyebrow.
“I’m going to text him and wait for him to call me.”
“Now?”
“No. I want to be home first.”
“Suit yourself.”
“I hope I haven’t totally fucked shit up between us.”
“He knows you have issues. He has issues. Your issues merge and become subscriptions, but hey, who am I to judge? There’s a few stray chapters in my library, too.”
She smacked his thigh, ignoring his snarky smile and giggle.
Their order was ready when they arrived. She held the pizza boxes on her lap, along with the ones containing cheesy bread and brownies, and inhaled.
“Go on in first,” he said. “I need to get my shit unloaded. I’ll be right there.”
She dug her keys out and juggled the food boxes as she unlocked the door. After disabling the alarm, she turned and…
What the hell?
She stood there, staring, trying to figure this out.
Ron shouldered in behind her with his arms full of his shield, bag, armor, and assorted weaponry. A laugh escaped him. “Loki’s bollocks, what have we here?”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Elvin arrived at Albert and Sondra’s at four forty-five, and wasn’t the slightest bit shocked to not see Keisha’s car anywhere.
She always ran late, thought it was “making an entrance.”
He’d always hated it, too, fighting with her frequently about it when he’d tried to get her moving sooner so they could arrive on time somewhere.
This was part of his plan, however, and it was good to see there were other ways in which his ex-wife was still predictable.
He carried a vase of roses, and, in a gift bag purchased at the same drugstore where he’d bought Momma’s birthday card, he carried the book of poetry he’d bought for her from the bookstore in the mall.
He’d been busy today.
Very busy.
And they weren’t his only stops today.
He’d left his phone ringer on, the volume all the way up, and…waited.
It was all he could do until Meri called him. He was hopeful enough to assume if Meri hadn’t texted or called him, it meant she and Ron weren’t home yet.
Although if he was met by radio silence for too late in the evening, he’d be texting Ron for a status update.
Hey, he wasn’t too proud to resort to using a spy, especially one firmly on his side and willing to help.
Sondra answered the door and let him in after giving him a hug. “Hey, you. No Meri?”
“You’ll hear the story in a minute.”
Lines furrowed her brow. “You two have a fight?”
“Oh, it wasn’t Meri’s fault. Keisha showed up unannounced at my house. I’d rather tell it all once.”
“Ah. That’s too bad, we were looking forward to meeting her tonight.”
Momma sat on the sofa in the living room and Albert emerged from the kitchen, where something smelled damned good.
“There you are,” Momma said, smiling and reaching up for a hug. “And what are these?”
“For you, Momma.”
“I love roses.” She smiled as she sniffed them. “They’re beautiful, thank you.”
He set the vase on the coffee table and sat next to her, handing her the bag. “And this is for you.”
She read the card first, then looked at the book. “Oh, I love Walt Whitman! Thank you, sugar.” Another hug and kiss.
Momma was also a retired English teacher, something else they’d had in common and bonded over, a shared love of books, writing, and poetry that Keisha didn’t share.
“You’re welcome. That’s a reissue with new notations and commentary.”
“Thank you so much!” She tipped her head to the side as she studied him. “Meri couldn’t come?”
He wouldn’t lie to her or the others. They knew damn well what Keisha was like. He quickly told the story of last night’s confrontation, with the briefest of explanations as to why it triggered Meri so bad and so hard.
Momma’s frown conjured thunder, with the lightning likely to soon follow. “That damn daughter of mine. I’m sorry, Elvin.” She was the only one besides Meri he didn’t mind calling him that, or feel like he was being scolded when she did.
“It’s okay, Momma. I’ll get together with you this week and figure out a good time to bring her by to meet you all.”
“If you want to leave, I understand. Lord knows my daughter is a bitch. It sounds like Meri had every right to be upset.”
“Nah, it’s all right. I’m hoping I get a text or call here from Meri soon. I expect I probably will.”
“Why?”
He grinned. “You’re not the only one who got flowers today, Momma.”
 
* * * *
 
Keisha finally put in her appearance at five thirty. They’d already moved to the dinner table and had started eating, not bothering to wait for her.
Family dinners had been starting on time in her absence. They weren’t about to start holding things for her now and eating cold or overcooked pot roast just because she was a bitch who thought the world should revolve around her.
She didn’t bother knocking, either, as she rushed in, her hands full of Mylar balloons and several wrapped packages. She pulled up short when she realized her entrance had been spoiled.
“Y’all didn’t even bother waitin’ for me?”
Momma didn’t so much as glance her way. “Told you what time we were eating. Told you more than once not to be late. You’re lucky I didn’t uninvite you after your stunt yesterday.”
Her posture stiffened. “What stunt?”
“Don’t play that game with me. I wish I’d uninvited you and made sure Elvin could bring Meri.”
Elvin glanced Keisha’s way and spotted the edge in her gaze, the way her eyes narrowed. “What, she afraid of getting together with black people? Or she think she too good for us?”
“No,” Elvin said. “I wouldn’t let her come because she deserves respect and you have none for anyone else. Just because she’s smaller than you, don’t think she couldn’t take you apart at the seams. That woman has survived more than you could ever imagine, and you can’t even hold a candle to her shadow. The only reason I’m here tonight is because it’s for Momma.”
Keisha set the boxes down in the living room, bringing the balloons into the dining room before letting them go so they didn’t get caught in the ceiling fan in the living room. She leaned in to kiss Momma’s cheek.
“All I did was stop by Wynn’s to say hello. Not my fault the girl gone crazy jealous.”
All four of them stared at Keisha as she slid into the empty place setting.
“What?”
“Don’t bullshit us,” Albert said. “You’re fucking pissed off that Wynn has a life and a woman in it.”
Keisha’s eyebrows arched. A little snort escaped her as she reached for the plate of pot roast. “Whatever. I wouldn’t call that woman anythin’ special.”
Elvin—and everyone else—jumped when Momma smacked the table. “You show her respect, or you get the hell outta here.”
“Me? I’m part of this family! She’s just some woman he’s datin’. She damn sure ain’t nothin’ special.”
“You are such a bitch,” Sondra said, shaking her head. “What happened to all that fuss about burying your husband not even two months ago, huh? You were standing over his coffin and sobbing like your life was over, and now you’re trying to get your hooks back into Wynn when he moved on a long time ago?”
“He would’ve wanted me to move on and be happy.” She sniffed. “We had talked about that.”
“How many times you cheat on him all those years you were married to him?” Momma asked. “And don’t insult my intelligence and deny it.”
“Oooooo!” Elvin touched his fingertips to his lips. “Damn, Momma. You on fire!”
“Momma! How could you ask me such a thing?”
“Because you cheated on Wynn,” Albert drawled. “You found yourself a rich sugar daddy you were able to sucker and give a sob story to. You didn’t love that man, get real. You loved his bank account.”
“We were married for over twenty years! Don’t that count for somethin’?”
Momma snorted. “Girl, that don’t mean a damn thing.” She waggled a finger at Keisha. “Don’t think you’re gonna be moving back down here and in with me, either. You got cut outta my will years ago. There’s no room at this inn, honey.”
Keisha’s eyes widened as Elvin’s narrowed, suspicion setting in. “What?” she screeched. “You can’t do that! I’m your daughter!”
The laughter bubbled up inside Elvin, from down deep, so rich and rolling he had to push back from the table and cover his mouth as he started coughing. He finally managed to choke down a few swallows of water before he could speak again.
“The guy had adult kids he left everything or most everything to, didn’t he?”
She didn’t even have to answer. Her expression gave it away, especially her additional anger when Albert joined Elvin in his renewed howling laughter.
Momma smiled. “Oh, you somethin’ else, ain’t you, Keisha Laura Da’vreaux?” Elvin knew the haughty tone she’d used to say Keisha’s last name was more mocking, the way she’d told Elvin that Keisha always said it when introducing herself. Like it made her special or something. “Girl, you come back to Sarasota with your tail between your legs because you ain’t got a pot to piss in.”
Keisha was…Keisha. She still tried to salvage this and sat up a little straighter. “I might not have read the prenup as carefully as I thought I had. I only received fifteen percent, cash value, of some of his holdings. Others are held by a trust for his adult children. I have to be out of the big house by the end of the year, but they have to pay me for my share of its current value. I get to keep the Atlanta condo, and my clothes, car, jewelry, and some other things.”
Now all four of them howled with laughter.
“It’s not funny!” she screamed.
“Nah, sis, it’s hysterical!” Elvin wasn’t sure Albert might not roll out of his chair and hit the floor, he was laughing so hard.
Kesha’s facade finally shattered. With tears rolling down her cheeks, she shoved back from the table and headed down the hall, slamming the guest bathroom door shut behind her.
Elvin was still trying to catch his breath when his phone went off, startling him and sending his pulse racing.
Meri’s custom tone.
Smiling, he slipped it out of his pocket and stood. “I’ll be right back. I need to take this.” He stepped outside onto the front porch, closing the door firmly behind him before he answered. “Hello, baby girl.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Ron was still giggling as he retrieved the pizza boxes from where Meri had set them on the dining room table so she could dig her phone out and call Elvin. She closed her eyes and inhaled the flowers’ sweet aroma.
“Hello, Sir.”
“I love you, baby girl.”
“I love you, too, Sir. I’m sorry.”
“S’okay, baby girl. Even Momma yelled at Keisha when I told her what she did.”
“You told Momma?”
“Yeah. You don’t think I’d keep that secret, do you?”
More shame filled her as she stared at the vase of flowers, two dozen gorgeous pink and red and white roses. “I just didn’t think you’d tell them. Not cause trouble.”
“I think Momma would rather have you here tonight than Keisha. We just got Keisha to admit she’s broke-ass. Well, by her standards. Her prenup and the will left most everything to the guy’s adult children. Momma also informed Keisha she’s cut out of her will.”
“Oh, no!” She giggled.
“Oh, yes. So?”
It was like he was waiting for…something. “So?”
“My question.”
“Question?”
“Follow the trail,” Ron yelled at her from the kitchen.
“What?” She turned and realized there was a trail of rose petals on the floor just outside the entryway.
“You didn’t make it into your room yet, did you?” Elvin asked, a smile in his voice.
“No, Sir. Sorry. The flowers in the dining room distracted me.”
“Go on. I’ll wait.”
She walked down the hall and opened the door to her bedroom to find the petals along the floor, up the end of her bed and to the pillows, where an adorable stuffed bear in a pink dress sat, holding a card.
“Press her left paw.”
Trembling, she did, finding the voice box there.
Elvin’s voice rolled from it. “Love you, baby girl.”
She could barely see from the tears in her eyes. “It’s adorable. Thank you.” She carefully opened the envelope, not wanting to rip it. It was a really beautiful card, one of those expensive ones, with textured hearts and lace on the front in shades of red and pink and white, but blank inside.
Inside, he’d written a poem.
 
I love you beyond thought, beyond words.
I love you with my heart and soul,
I love you with my spirit whole.
I know the shadows and the shade
the dark and cold, the raw and lean.
I know the fear, the sorrow, the shame—
Familiar companions.
With all I am I lift you up,
Will carry you always
Will protect you truly.
Above all, I am not perfect
and wish you could feel
the way my heart only beats for you.
Always.
Forever.
 
Then, he’d added below that:
 
May I come over tonight to talk?
 
“Yes,” she whispered. “Please, Sir.”
“You eat yet?”
“Not yet, but we picked up pizza on the way home. And I need a shower. I’m…gross.”
“You have plenty of time for all that. Save room for cake, too, baby girl. And tell Ron I’ll bring him a piece.”
“Yes, Sir.” The words on the card blurred with tears pricking at her eyes. “I’m so sorry I blew up.”
“Nah, you don’t owe me an apology,” he gently said. “We’ll talk it out later. I know you’re hurting. I hurt, too. Other people hurt us. We didn’t do this to each other, and we’ll figure out how to get through it without hurting each other again.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“I’m gonna go back inside now. We were eating, but I wanted to talk to you. I’ll text you when I leave, okay?”
“Yes, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
The shaky, relieved breath escaped Elvin. He’d saved this, saved them.
And yes, he believed every damn word, that they would get through this.
“Love you, baby girl.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
“I’ll see you soon.”
He wore an unbreakable smile when he returned inside and retook his seat. Keisha had returned and eyed him suspiciously.
“What you smiling for?” she snapped.
“You wouldn’t understand even if I explained it.” He picked up his fork. “That’s okay. You’re right that you did me a favor, leaving the way you did.” He took a bite of pot roast and savored it. “Let me find a better life and happiness I’da never known before.” He flashed her a pleased grin.
Momma reached over and patted his arm. “I’m lookin’ forward to meeting Meri, son,” she said after casting a sharp glare at Keisha. “She sounds like a wonderful woman.”
“I don’t want her around me,” Keisha said.
“Well, nobody asked you,” Momma shot back. “We just won’t invite you to things.”
Keisha’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious!”
“I most certainly am. And considering you live in Atlanta, what is there to invite you to, unless I was right and you thought you were gonna move down here and in with me? And you are not. You’d do well to scale back your spending and figure out how to make what you got last you, instead of thinkin’ you’re gonna skate back in here and latch on to me, or to Elvin. He moved on years ago, girl. He is not your sugar daddy, and he damn sure isn’t ever gonna be!”
A dismissive sniff wrinkled Keisha’s nose. “Who said I even want him?”
“Oh, please,” Momma scoffed. “You weren’t in my house thirty seconds yesterday before you were askin’ about him!”
Keisha stood. “I don’t have to listen to this!”
“Nah, you don’t,” Albert said. “Bye.”
Sondra smiled and gave her a little wave.
On that note, Keisha snatched up her purse and stormed out, slamming the door behind her.
“Well now,” Momma said. “Now we can actually enjoy our dinner.” But then she turned on Elvin with an arched eyebrow. “Why didn’t you tell me all this when I called you yesterday? I woulda told you I’d uninvite Keisha so I could meet Meri.”
“It’s okay, Momma. It had literally just happened, and I was trying to work it out with Meri. This is actually a good thing. I’m going over to her place after we’re done here. In fact, I need to take her and Ron cake.”
“We can do that,” Sondra said with a smile. “There’s plenty.”
At least having contact with Meri reestablished, and with Keisha’s departure, now he could relax and enjoy the rest of his time there. It didn’t shock him in the least to have Keisha’s true motives exposed. It totally fit her, that she was still the same greedy woman she’d always been.
Maybe it was better he hadn’t known that about her back then. Despite the heartache he suffered, had he not endured, maybe he’d still be…
He was a different and better man now, tempered by fire and hardened like steel in ways that might never have happened without what he’d survived. He might not have had the fight in him to make it through his recovery from his accident.
He wouldn’t have retired from the county when he did, gone to work at Sorrellson, and therefore met Meri, and Ron.
It was past six thirty after cake was enjoyed, dishes were done, and Momma had unwrapped Keisha’s presents.
Of course they were ostentations, expensive things made to impress, like a huge, fancy designer purse Momma could barely lift, much less would never use.
“I’ll send her a thank-you card,” Momma said as she set the things aside and picked up the book Elvin had given her. “I can’t wait to start on this. I always love reading other takes on his works.”
Sondra blew Elvin a playful raspberry. “Here I thought our DVD set on Shakespeare was going to be the winner this time.”
“Sorry, sis.”
“Nah, don’t be like that,” Momma said. “I’m looking forward to watching that, too. You guys all know me so well.” She sighed, the unsaid plainly hanging in the air.
Unlike Keisha.
Sondra was an accountant, but had minored in English Lit in college. All three of them knew Momma was trying to downsize and declutter, and wasn’t interested in something that didn’t have a personal value to her, a connection. She didn’t want trinkets or knick-knacks.
Much less designer purses.
“Well, I’m going to head on out.” Elvin stood, wincing a little at his various aches and pains. The stress no doubt was kicking him into a pain cycle, but he wanted to tough it out, if possible. He’d raced around today to get everything done in time to make it to Albert’s early.
Sondra packed him two pieces of cake, each neatly tucked into its own plastic storage container. “I hope they enjoy it.”
“Thanks. I’m sure they will. I’ll get these back to you next week.”
“No rush.”
He walked out to the car and once he had it started and the A/C running, he texted Meri.
 
On my way. ETA 20.
 
He didn’t wait for a reply. After setting his phone facedown on the passenger seat, he headed for Ron’s.
Honestly? Seeing Keisha finally taken down by her family was well worth the twenty-four hours of angst he’d suffered through. It sucked that the little bit of suspicion he’d had about Keisha’s motives had been proven completely correct, though. He’d hoped that she’d grown and matured over the years.
Nope.
I really dodged a bullet by her leaving me.
He parked behind Meri’s car and had only made it as far as the front step when the door opened and Meri practically knocked him over when she flew out, wrapping her arms around him.
“I love you, Sir,” she mumbled against his shirt.
Peace filled him. He held her with one arm, his other hand wrapped around the handle of the plastic grocery bag holding the cake. He rubbed his face against her damp hair, savoring the sweet scent of berries from her shampoo.
“Love you, too, baby girl.” His hand slid down to her ass, which was barely concealed by the long T-shirt she wore. One of his she’d snagged from him after a sleepover at his place. “Can we take this inside? I don’t like showing you off like this to the neighbors. And I come bearing cake.”
Ron appeared in the doorway. “Did someone say cake? Nom!” He took the bag from Elvin, which allowed Elvin to wrap his other arm around Meri. “Thank you!” He disappeared inside.
“Inside, baby girl,” Elvin said.
She tipped her head back and stared up into his eyes. “I’m sorry, Sir.”
“I’m sorry, too, sweetheart. Let’s go inside, please.”
She finally let him guide her into the house and he closed the door behind them. He wanted to talk in private first, so they headed to her bedroom. She’d gathered the petals into a pretty crystal bowl which sat on her dresser.
He sat on the end of her bed, pulling her into his lap, his arms around her so he could properly kiss her. She tasted like mead and pizza and heaven.
“You’re the only woman for me, baby. The only woman I want. I know you’re hurting, but I also want you to know how proud I am of you.”
“Proud?” He almost laughed at her frown and disbelieving tone.
“Because as much as you were hurting, you did trust me. Sure, you acted out, but you didn’t come out and say no, don’t go. Passive-aggressive or not, you could have safeworded at any time and laid down the law to me.”
She played with the buttons on his shirt. “I don’t want to have that kind of relationship with you, Sir.” Her soft tone tugged at his soul. “I don’t think that’s the kind of relationship you want with me, either.”
He tipped her chin up so he could look her in the eyes. “You’re right. I want you to stand up to me, but I also need you to trust me. Because I trust you. You trusted me today. I hope I lived up to it.”
“You did, Sir.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I just…” She sniffled. “I know I shouldn’t have let her get under my skin, but she looked at my chest with the exact same look Peter gave me when he broke up with me, and I snapped.”
He brushed her tears away with his thumbs. “I think you’re beautiful. Any woman can have boobs. Hell, there’s a few men have them when they damn sure don’t need them.” That finally coaxed a little smile from her. “But what’s even more beautiful to me is your heart and soul and spirit. What’s that they say about beauty fading?”
“But sarcasm, that shit lasts forever.” She smiled, a real one this time.
He chuckled and hugged her, rocking her in his arms. “That’s right. I’ve laughed more with you over the time we’ve spent together than I did in the years I was with Keisha. I can be silly with you and you laugh with me. I can be me. And you don’t expect me to be physically perfect, either. I can be vulnerable to you, too, show you when I’m in pain, and you don’t make me feel less-than for it.”
“The only thing that really bothers me about you being in pain is I can’t make it better for you, Sir. I feel helpless when you’re hurting.”
He rested his forehead against hers. “That goes for me, too, baby. Are you really happy with me, and with this? What we have?”
“Yes, Sir.” She snuggled closer. “I’m sorry. But, hey, our first fight. Sort of.”
“Probably not our last, but if we trust each other, we can get through it, right?”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“Good.” He’d palmed the ring on the walk to the bedroom and now slid it onto her left ring finger. “That’s why I want to know if you’ll please marry me. I want to spend the rest of our lives together being imperfectly perfect together.”
Her eyes widened as she processed what he’d said, her jaw dropping open as she stared at the ring. It wasn’t a huge ring, but it was a real diamond, and he now had a credit card he could shred because it would take him a while to pay it off.
She let out a scream, startling him when she jumped off his lap. He stood, then turned when the bedroom door flew open. Ron stood there, a large axe in his hands and ready to swing.
“Meri? What’s wrong?”
She turned, still screaming, now bouncing up and down and holding her left hand out to him, shaking it at him…
And Ron started screaming, bouncing up and down with her, letting go of the axe with one hand and pulling her in for a one-armed hug.
Elvin started laughing and wished he’d known the two of them as kids—pulled up short when he realized he had known them as kids, and reframed it, meaning he wondered if when they were little kids if they’d shared joy together like this.
“Is that a yes, baby girl?” Elvin asked. “I hope.”
“Yes!” Ron yelled, pulling him in with the hand not holding the axe and still bouncing up and down with Meri.
She turned and grabbed Elvin, kissing him, this time jumping up and he caught her, her legs wrapping around him as they kissed and she mumbled, “Yes, yes yes!” against his lips.
Ron slapped him on the back. “You realize you get me as part of the deal, right?”
“You realize you get Momma, Albert, and Sondra, right?”
“Hey!” Ron grinned at Meri. “We can finally have a big, family Thanksgiving dinner!”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
After Ron put the axe away, Elvin let Ron pour him a mug of mead because he knew he wasn’t going home tonight. He had no reason to.
All he needed was Meri, and she was here.
Truth be told, he wasn’t in a mood to play tonight, so noise wouldn’t be much of an issue. Snuggling? Yes, definitely.
And more than snuggling, but he could keep her quiet for that. Especially if he was choking her on his cock at the same time.
Ron held up his mug. “To my future brother-in-law! I make no apologies for how much of an up-in-your-business brother I am, but I will have your back, too, as long as you keep her happy. And if you don’t, please remember that I not only own swords and battle axes, I am skilled in their use. Skål.”
The three of them gently clinked mugs. “Skål,” Elvin and Meri echoed.
Ron kissed her forehead, then leaned over and kissed the top of Elvin’s head. “And with that, I’m out of your hair for the evening. Enjoy. I’ll use my noise-cancelling headphones, so feel free to get loud. But keep in mind if you use the, eh, common areas, that I might be wandering back and forth to the kitchen.” He took his plate of cake and mug of mead and headed down the hallway to his bedroom, gently shutting the door behind him.
“Finish your cake, baby,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you going?”
“Need to get something from my car.”
He’d stowed the bag in the trunk. Not just his stuff for staying overnight—because he’d wanted options depending on how events played out—but also a few items from the contents of his rapidly growing toybag. He carried it inside and set it in her bedroom before returning to the kitchen and retrieving his mug of mead.
“I’m not sure a Scooby-Doo mug is the proper mead-drinking vessel, is it?” he asked.
She giggled. “I have Hello Kitty, so I’m not judging. Ron’s right that they’re harder to spill, though.”
“Ah. That’s a very good point.”
Once she’d finished her cake, he caught her free hand and led her down the hall and to her bedroom, where he shut the door behind them.
He released her hand, took the mug of mead from her, and snapped his fingers, pointing at the floor at the end of her bed.
She knew what he wanted and sank to her knees, waiting.
After setting the mugs of mead safely on her nightstand, and turning on her TV to provide some background noise to cover their activities, he stripped and sat in front of her on the end of the bed.
“Hands behind you,” he whispered.
She complied, clasping her fingers together the way he liked.
Her mouth was already open and ready when he fisted her hair and pulled her all the way onto his cock, which had hardened, throbbing, ready.
The sweet moans rolling from her told him all he needed to know.
This time around, he fucked her mouth, using her hard, giving her the immediate nosedive into subspace that she loved. In the early days together after their first scene, he’d tentatively used her like this until he was convinced yes, she loved it.
Craved it.
There were plenty of times she walked in his door and he grabbed her right there in the entry and fucked a load down her throat before he’d even said hello to her. It always left her a sweetly mushy and pliant lump of submission, eager for more, for anything he wanted to do.
He’d discovered his sadism wasn’t so much in giving her pain, but experimenting to see what made her lose control in the good ways, what took her deepest down the rabbit hole. Lucky for him those deepest needs within her dovetailed with his desire to have full control over her like this.
Drool and tears leaked from her, and still he fucked her face, taking his time, letting it build until his balls ached and he couldn’t hold it back any longer.
The last few thrusts he took hard and deep, making her gag as she swallowed and licked and sucked and struggled to handle him. Only after she’d sucked the last pulses of cum from his cock did he ease back, letting her hold his softening cock pressed along her tongue, her eyes focused on him.
Eager.
Ready.
Lit from within by the same fire that burned in his soul for her.
He stroked her hair. “Sir’s good little cocksucker,” he whispered. “My baby girl always makes me so proud.”
Maybe she didn’t even realize how she moaned in the good way over that praise, how her mouth started sucking on his cock again, lightly, her lips pressed around the girth. One night he’d sat on his sofa and watched TV, with her kneeling on a pillow on the floor and his cock in her mouth the whole time, while her hands had been clipped together behind her at her wrist cuffs. Fortunately, he’d put towels under her and him both, because she’d left a puddle under her and had drooled one under him.
She’d come almost immediately when he’d fucked her, too.
He knew when he got her up on the bed now and peeled her panties off her that she’d be wet and ready and so sweetly fuckable.
 
* * * *
 
Meredith had completely unplugged from the outside world. Her entire existence consisted of him and his voice, his touch, the warmth of his body.
His cock in her mouth.
Never before had she felt this depth of rapport with someone.
It’d just taken the right man to love her completely.
He snapped his fingers again, holding his hands out, wiggling his fingers for her to take his hands, and he helped her to her feet. She didn’t resist when he pulled the T-shirt up and off her, and tugged her panties down. Now the only things she wore were her day collar bracelet and her engagement ring.
He picked her up and positioned her on the bed, on her back. Elvin stretched out over her, his cock and balls over her mouth.
“You know what I want to hear, baby.” That was the only warning she got before he lowered himself on top of her. Warm breath washed over her clit before his mouth latched on to her and her moans were muffled by his cock in her mouth.
Hooking his arms under and around her thighs allowed him to slip two fingers into her pussy, and she reeeally needed to be muffled. Slowly finger-fucking her, he teased and tormented her, building her up and letting her cool off all while his cock once again hardened in her mouth as he slowly fucked her face.
One night he’d tied her up with her wrist and ankle cuffs and edged her for three hours. Had her in tears begging for anything just to be allowed to come.
Once he’d started letting her come, however, he’d kept her coming until she’d begged to stop.
Everything he did seemed plucked straight from her own darkest desires and needs and perfectly tailored for her.
And she’d never been happier.
She still worked for Leo. She didn’t want to move out of Ron’s and into her own place, and what she made at Leo’s covered her monthly expenses.
Including health insurance.
If things continued on as well as they were between her and Elvin she might end up moving in with him even sooner than she’d planned, but that remained to be seen.
For now, she was happy with the status quo, lacking nothing from him.
Why did I blow up at him?
She couldn’t even remember now. Not really. Of course he wouldn’t be tempted by Keisha. The woman had killed his spirit and nearly destroyed his heart.
Elvin loved her, spent every bit of their time together showing Meredith how he felt about her, and it was perfection.
I’ll never doubt him again.
If she did, she suspected Ron might take an axe to her.
He lifted his face from her pussy, pulling another muffled moan from her and making him chuckle. “What’s the matter, baby? I’m just getting started.” He leaned in and nipped her inner right thigh, then the left, making her squeal. He loved being bitey and she always loved looking in the mirror the next morning at the marks he’d left on her.
He pulled her thighs wider apart and settled his cock deeper in her throat, pinning her even more securely to the bed and driving thought out of her brain. “Settle in, baby. I’m not ready to stop playin’ with you yet.”
Another long moan from her as his tongue slowly swiped along the length of her swollen clit. He’d memorized the landscape of every part of her, knew what to do to get the reaction he sought, be it pain or pleasure or both. She tried to rock her body, hump her hips against him, but his weight pressed her firmly into the mattress and made escape impossible.
At one point he lifted his hips, pulling his cock from her mouth and lowering his sac over it. She eagerly laved her tongue over his balls, sucking one, then the other, back and forth until he took that away from her and replaced it with his cock again.
All the while, his tongue and lips and teeth and fingers drove her nearly insane with need, her cunt throbbing with every teasing stroke, her clit swollen and sensitive.
No, he didn’t have to beat her to drive her into subspace. It was like he had fine-tuned the frequency and could home in on it every damn time.
Finally, just when she thought she couldn’t take it any longer, he sat up. “Yeah, I think that’s good enough to remind you who owns you.” He climbed off her and turned around, kneeling between her legs. She’d gotten him hard again and she knew from experience that, this time, he’d last a while.
His gaze held hers as he lined the head of his cock with her cunt and slowly thrust, just a little, teasing her even more. But he’d draped her legs over his shoulders and held her wrists pinned at her sides, meaning she couldn’t begin to get more traction.
He smiled down at her, evil pleasure twinkling in his eyes. “What’s the matter, baby girl?”
“I need to come, Sir. Please?”
“Nah, not yet. I had to sleep all by myself last night. You had me worried. You can wait your turn. I’m not through with you yet. Apparently I didn’t do a good enough job showing you how much I love you. Need to make sure there’s no doubt in your mind who you belong to.”
Oh…fuck. She was going to be walking bow-legged tomorrow.
And she loved it.
Loved him.
Elvin took his time fucking her, finding the perfect angle for his cock to glide along her clit and her G-spot with every thrust. Just when she thought he would let her get over, he’d slow down again, smiling at her needy and disappointed moans, clamping down on her wrists whenever she tried to tug free.
He’d swoop in for kisses just to smile and lean back to short-stroke the head of his cock inside her pussy, then plunge in deep and hard for a few strokes only to pull back again. The best kind of torture and the best goddamned man to ever love her.
Well, not counting Ron, and he was her brother, so that was different and didn’t count.
“Who you belong to, baby?”
“I belong to you, Sir.”
“Who owns you?”
“You do, Sir.”
“You gonna marry me and trust me to take care of you?”
“Yes, Sir. Please?”
“You beg so pretty when you’re asking for an orgasm. Makes me even harder just watching you squirm, you know that?”
“Please let me come, Sir!”
“Cali invited us to a private party at their house next Saturday,” he said. “You gonna go with me and be my good girl and do everything I ask, exactly how I ask it?”
“Yes, Sir, please!”
“You gonna trust me to do what’s best for us?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Three months,” he said. “In three months, we’re gonna sit down and discuss a wedding date, make sure you still want that with me. You do, then we’re moving you in with me and planning a wedding. You understand me?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“And you do another disappearing act like this again, you shut your phone off and don’t answer me, I’ll buy one of those chastity belts and lock you in it for a day for every hour you don’t respond to me. I ain’t talking a plane ride or something. I mean you being a brat and shutting down. Got me?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“From now on, you arrive at my house, you greet me on your knees, hands behind you. Got it?”
“Yes, Sir.”
His gaze narrowed, sexy and dangerous and nearly making her come. “I own you, I own this. No masturbating. You want to come, you come to me and you ask permission. Even if we aren’t spending the night together. Sometimes, I’m going to be mean and make you earn it, or I might say no and make you wait just because I love making you beg. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir!” she gasped, almost coming from the thought of that, the new levels of control he wanted.
Control she was happy to cede to him.
“Like right now,” he whispered, picking up the pace of his thrusts, harder, deeper, bottoming out with every stroke. “You’d better come before I do, or you’re going to wait until tomorrow morning for a chance to beg for it.”
She fell hard over the edge, Elvin frantically fucking her to catch up and finish with her. She strained against him, every nerve ending sending raw pleasure through her and taking her breath.
When it was over, his fingers were laced through hers and he lay still on top of her, tracing her lips with his tongue.
“Love you, baby.”
She opened her eyes and kissed him. “Love you, Sir.”
His sly smile sent her pulse racing. “I’ll make sure to give you instructions on Saturday for how I want you to dress for the party,” he said.
Gulp. “Yes, Sir.”
“I also expect obedience from my good girl. You’re going to make up for last night. You can still safeword for things we’ve talked about, the bad kind of pain, stuff like that. But you need to trust me.”
She nodded. “I do, Sir.”
They rolled onto their sides, her swaddled in his arms. He quickly fell asleep but she lay there for a while longer, now thinking about the party next weekend.
He would never let anyone else touch her, that much she knew.
And she had told him she wanted to start working on getting comfortable playing in public again, meaning starting small, like at a private party.
Her mind quickly spun up a thousand anxiety-triggering scenarios.
Oh, boy.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
The next Saturday, Meri wasn’t sure how she’d make it through this evening as tautly strung as her nerves felt, but she knew one thing—
She trusted Elvin.
Completely.
She was slowly but surely internalizing his loving lessons that his opinion was the only one that mattered—beyond her own—when it came to her appearance. Except she knew her own opinion was frequently flawed and skewed to the negative side of the spectrum.
Meaning she should always default to Elvin’s opinion, because in his eyes she was always beautiful. Elvin had the final say. When she tried to be negative and hard on herself, that was. More correctly, that she wasn’t to feel anxious or conjure up imaginary opinions by others regarding her appearance.
She was to ask him whenever she had a doubt, and take him at face value.
He loved her, as she was, scars and all.
The same way she loved him the way he was, scars and all.
There’d been times, if he overdid yard work, or with weather changes, that they had to spend the evening or night with him either on the sofa or in bed, Meri caring for him.
She didn’t even care when he was grouchy, because it was never directed at her, but at his pain and himself.
In those times, she wielded his own words to her against him, reminding him that this, too, would pass, and he’d eventually feel better.
That he was still her Sir, her rock—lowercase, although, yeah, he was hot like that, too—and definitely the center of her world now.
A tendril of terror shot through her as she realized that he would be stepping things up between them in terms of their play.
Meri knew the private parties meant full-on sexy play could happen. And he’d extracted the simple promise to trust him.
For tonight, he’d picked an outfit for her. The heels—locked on, of course—the plaid skirt, and a different shirt he’d bought for her that week.
He wore a plain, light blue chambray shirt very much like his Sorrellson Academy work shirts.
Close enough it made her wet watching him button it up. He smiled at her in the mirror. “Are you wet already, baby?”
She nodded. He hadn’t let her come last night, instead teasing her, building her up, then fucking a load down her throat and making her wait.
More teasing that morning and afternoon, including him bending her over in the shower earlier and fucking a load of cum straight into her ass.
He even put on a tie, and when he turned from the mirror, she knew that playful, evil smile would always be her undoing.
He crooked a finger at her and she walked over to him. She hadn’t fastened the belt on her trench coat yet. He reached under her skirt and slowly slid two fingers into her pussy, finger-fucking her with them, then pulling them out for her to lick clean.
“My baby wants to earn her orgasms, she’s gonna have to work for them tonight. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“This is the control we talked about before. This is how I like things. My way. I like the thought of keepin’ you so needy and horny that you’re beggin’ to do anything for me.”
She’d be lying if she said she didn’t like it, too.
Loved it.
Loved him.
They headed out for the party. He’d already put his toybag in the trunk and he carried the casserole dish with their potluck contribution out to the car while she locked up the house. On the way there, he made her sit with her legs spread as wide as she could, even though he didn’t open her trench coat or play with her on the way.
They weren’t the first ones there, but they were early in the evening. After getting settled in and stowing their things in one corner of the living room, Elvin went off in search of Max or Sean.
Cali walked up to her. “So? Let me see it.” Meredith held up her left hand. “That’s beautiful! When’s the big day?”
“We’re going to talk about it in three months.”
“May I hug you?”
“Sure.” He’d given her permission to decide that for herself, and she was comfortable enough now with Cali and other friends that she no longer felt self-conscious about it.
Elvin rejoined her a few minutes later and she knew even if she asked about his evil grin he wouldn’t give her an answer.
As the evening progressed, they socialized with their friends and watched others scene, Elvin taking great pleasure in teasing her and amping her need to insane levels.
Finally, he caught her hand and led her over to a chair in the corner of the living room, not far from where they’d stowed their things. A large, comfortable stuffed chair with a matching hassock, and she suddenly knew.
This was where he was planning on scening with her.
Sure enough, he grabbed their gear and brought it over, unzipping his bag and pulling something from it.
“You trust me, baby?”
She nodded.
“Need to hear you say it.”
“I trust you, Sir.”
“You ready to earn that orgasm you been wantin’ so badly today?”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
He held up a blindfold. “I want you to wear this, baby. I want you focused only on me and what I’m doing to you. Understand?”
It was actually…a relief. “Yes, Sir. Please.”
He fastened it on her and then left her standing right there for a moment. She heard him removing things from his bag and getting ready.
Then his arm slipped around her and he turned her, making her step back, turned her again, like he was trying to decide how he wanted her. She focused on him, on his hands, on the sound of his breath, on the warmth of his body washing through her.
The skirt came off first…then the shirt.
Before she could really think about it or process it, she was facedown over the hassock, over a towel he’d placed there, and he started spanking her bare-handed, and then…
Nothing else mattered.
She spun hard into subspace, her ass stinging as he moved from bare hands to one of the light wooden paddles he’d acquired. Up and down the back of her thighs and ass, until she nearly called yellow. But as if reading her body, he stopped, switched implements again, and started using a light, whippy and stingy pain stick on her, a length of carbon fiber with a wooden handle.
She didn’t know how long he scened with her, the sweet pain keeping her deeper in subspace than she could ever remember, even with him.
The next thing she knew, he was lifting her, turning her—
Impaling her on his cock, her back pressed against his chest and her legs draped over his thighs, forcing her to spread wide open.
She couldn’t even process that, because the vibrator clicked on and pressed against her clit.
Throwing her head back against his shoulder, she clamped down on the moan as his lips kissed her ear. “That’s it, baby. Milk my cock with your body. Show everyone how beautiful you are when you ride me.”
She could have been in the middle of an arena full of screaming hockey fans and she wouldn’t care. Finally, she had the release he’d been denying her. She braced her hands on the arms of the chair and fucked him as he kept her coming, over and over, ruthlessly making her ride every wave as he whispered dirty, loving words in her ear.
The vibrator finally turned off and disappeared. He grabbed her hips and took over, thrusting up into her and coming with a loud groan in her ear, filling her.
It was only as she started coming down that what she must look like smacked her between the eyes.
And she must have tensed, because his arms encircled her, holding her. “No, baby,” he whispered. “You stay right there. That’s where I want you. I love you so much, you’re so fucking sexy.”
She didn’t feel very sexy right at that moment, wondered how many people were staring at her, wondered—
He nipped her earlobe. “Talk to me.”
“Love you, too, Sir,” she managed, struggling not to cry.
“Shhh.” He held her securely wrapped in his arms. “Let it out.”
She didn’t want to cry, but she did, managing to keep it quiet.
After what felt like forever, he reached up and unfastened the blindfold. When she didn’t open her eyes, he nipped her earlobe again. “Look, baby.”
She slowly opened her eyes—
And was staring at two bookcases just feet away, where they met in the corner of the room.
Shocked, she craned her neck around to realize the chair and hassock had been turned completely around. Instead of facing out into the room with everyone watching, they’d been turned the other way. And right now, everyone’s attention was on a suspension on the lanai anyway, where a guy in rope was currently being DP’ed by his two Tops.
Processing his amused smile, she started laughing, burying her head against his chest.
He hugged her again. “Told you to trust me, baby.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
He reached over, snagged a large fleece throw he’d brought for her, and draped it over her before he had her sit up so he could tuck his cock back into his slacks. “So how was that for your first public scene with me?”
Another kiss. “Can’t do this at Venture, though.”
“I know. But you think we can work through your fear now?”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
He cradled her face in his hands. “I mean it, baby. This is for life. All I ask is you trust me. I promise I’ll take care of you.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
He smiled. “Go get dressed. You’ll find panties in the bag.”
“Oooh, I get panties?”
“Unless you want to walk around the rest of the night with my cum dribbling down your legs, yes.”
She snickered. “Only at home, Sir.”
“Good girl.”
By the time she emerged from the bathroom, the rest of their things were put up and the chair and hassock had been returned to their original position.
And the guy in rope, whose name she thought was Justin, was begging his Tops for permission to come.
Elvin stepped behind her, his arms around her, nibbling on the back of her neck. “Maybe one day soon that’ll be you out there, begging me to let you come, hmm?”
She leaned back against him, hugging his arms tightly around her. “I hope so, Sir.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“I wish you’d let me wear panties today, Sir,” she whispered as she headed up the front walk with him.
“I let you wear panties last night. You’re lucky you’re not wearing a butt plug right now, so you want to rethink that, baby girl? It’s in my bag in the trunk. I can get it and make you put it in here.”
He chuckled as her face reddened. “I’m good, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”
He reached down and lightly swatted her tender ass through her skirt. After last night’s play party, she’d awakened hot and horny and he’d given her a lovely set of cane marks over the marks from last night before fucking her senseless and letting her come as a reward for how good she’d been the night before.
He rang the bell and smiled down at her. “They’re gonna love you, baby.”
Albert answered the door. “Hey, there.” He hugged Elvin before Elvin turned. “Albert Carson, this is Meri Dutton.”
“Nice to finally meet you.” He leaned in for a hug with her, Sondra appearing behind him in the foyer.
After those introductions were handled, they headed inside.
Momma was in the living room, and she stood for a hug from Elvin before he introduced them. “Loretta Carson, Meri Dutton, my fiancée.”
“It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Carson,” Meri said.
Momma had started to lean in for a hug, but stopped. “Now, stop that nonsense right now. You call me Momma, just like Elvin does.”
“Yes, Momma.”
“That’s better.” She hugged Meri. “I’m so glad to finally get to meet you. Elvin’s told us so much about you. Where’s Ron? I thought he was coming today, too.”
“He’s coming,” Elvin said. “He’s running a few minutes late. He got hung up with a flat tire on his way home from a Viking thing. He’s going to grab a shower and head over. Should be about thirty minutes behind us. He said to start without him.”
“Viking thing?” Momma said. “What’s that mean?”
“Viking re-enactment,” Elvin clarified. “Ren fair stuff.”
“Oh!” She laughed. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure if that was a modern slang term I’d never heard.”
“No,” Meri said. “He’s a mead-drinking, horn-blowing, axe-wielding Viking. Part-time. He’s actually an electrician.”
Momma smiled. “Well, I suppose everyone should have a hobby.”
They hadn’t started eating yet when Ron arrived only twenty minutes later, profusely apologizing and bringing a growler of mead with him to share with everyone.
And yes, Momma insisted Ron call her that, too.
At one point, Meredith was in the kitchen, helping Sondra finish putting together a salad while the men and Momma talked in the living room. “Is Keisha coming today?” she asked.
Elvin honestly hadn’t known, and had told her that.
Sondra snorted. “Hell, no. Momma told her off but good the other night when Keisha called her all apologetic and sweet-soundin’. Wantin’ to know if she could move down here.” She snorted. “Momma’s already listed her house with an agent.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. There’s a condo building she wants to move into. One-bedroom, in a senior facility. They have a bus and social groups and all sorts of activities. She’s been downsizing for over a year now.”
“I thought Keisha had a place in Atlanta.”
“She can’t afford it without a job, even with the money she inherited. She’ll be flat-broke in a year unless she goes back to work. It’s a luxury place. She’s gonna list it, I guess. Get this—then she has the nerve to call Albert and ask him if she can move in here with us.”
“And?”
“Oh, hell no. I’d divorce him first, and he damn well knows it.”
Meredith couldn’t hide her smile and didn’t bother trying. “She always been like that?”
“Albert says yeah. She was a daddy’s girl and spoiled rotten by him. She was only eleven when he died. He’d been raised in a family with six brothers and no sisters, and he didn’t do her any favors.”
“I’m surprised Momma put up with it.”
“She was too busy working. They both were, really. Then especially after she lost him.” She sighed. “He was the love of her life. And then she was a widow raising two teenagers, and working full-time, plus taking on tutoring jobs in the evenings for extra money. I guess Keisha decided she wanted a sugar daddy instead of a partner.” She bumped Meredith’s hip with her own. “You two thinking about having kids?” She smiled.
Albert and Sondra had two sons. Both had graduated college, one lived in Los Angeles and the other in Washington, DC, both of them attorneys. They were due in town in two weeks for a belated birthday celebration for their grandmother, but their caseloads hadn’t allowed them to take time off to actually make it for her birthday.
“I…don’t know. It’s not a conversation we’ve had. I could, but I have some increased risk factors now, with my age and my cancer. I hadn’t really thought about children, honestly. I was too busy working, before.”
“I’m sorry. I can be nosy. Feel free to tell me to butt out.”
“No, it’s okay.” Honestly, before, Peter hadn’t wanted kids.
So even though she hadn’t settled it fully in her mind before Peter, his opinion had been her opinion.
“Is it selfish of me if I say I’m not sure if I really want kids?”
“Not at all. My sister didn’t want any. After they were married fifteen years, her husband got a vasectomy so she could get off the pill. They both have careers they love, and they love to travel.”
Why was that something she’d never talked about with Elvin?
As if he’d been listening in, even though she knew he couldn’t have heard from the living room, he appeared in the kitchen doorway.
“Dinner smells great. When are we eatin’?”
“Soon,” Sondra told him.
He walked over to Meredith and slipped his arms around her from behind. “What’s that look for, baby?”
“My fault,” Sondra said. “I got nosy and asked about kids. I should know better.” She patted Meri’s shoulder before she carried a serving dish out to the table.
He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Baby?”
She shrugged. “I just realized we hadn’t talked about it.”
He sighed. “I honestly don’t care. I’ve got you. And hell, Ron’s like a big kid, right?”
She couldn’t hold back her snort. “True.”
He made her turn and look at him. “I’d be awfully worried about you,” he softly said. “Even if we decided we wanted to talk about it, I’d have to have some pretty damn strong assurances from your doctor that you’d be okay. That it wouldn’t bring your cancer back, or cause problems. Know what I mean?”
She nodded.
He cupped her face. “You’re mine. I’ve never been happier in my life than I am seeing you wear my ring and that bracelet.” He kissed her. “If you’re happy with me, I’ll bring you roses every week and love you so hard you won’t have time to miss anything. If you decide you want kids, then we can talk. Maybe even adopt. But I spend all week with kids. I’m good having adult time the rest of my life.”
She kissed him. “Me, too.”
Later that night, as they lay in his bed, she snuggled close. “How would you feel if we went up to the Toucan next weekend as Ron’s wingmen?”
“We wouldn’t cramp his style?”
“Like you said, he’s a big kid.”
He kissed the nape of her neck. “Make the arrangements, baby.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Did you have fun today?”
“I did. I’m glad Momma liked us.”
“Told you she would. Two more kids she didn’t have to give birth to? Hell, yeah.”
She giggled. “Did you hear what Keisha tried?”
“Yeah, Albert and Momma told me.” He sighed. “She might move back to Sarasota anyway. Do I need to worry about you snatching her weave out at the roots, or do I need to make sure we only go to events she won’t be at?”
She pulled his arms more tightly around her. “I’ll behave, Sir. But if she starts in on me, I’ll dish it back to her.”
“Dishing it back to her is fine. Smashing her with a dish is not.”
She tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “I’m your good girl. And I trust you. But if she shows up here and I’m here? I get to throw her out.”
“She’ll only show up one more time before I get a trespass warning issued against her. I ain’t gonna tolerate that bullshit. But I think she had a rude awakening last weekend.”
“I hope so.”
His turn to snort.
“What?” she asked.
“Glad Ron is gay. Otherwise, I wouldn’t put it past her to set her sights on him.”
“Yeah, but I would love watching him read her. He takes no prisoners.”
“That’s the Viking in him,” Elvin said.
“Skål.”
He laughed. “Skål, baby girl. Now go to sleep. We have to work in the morning.”
Still, even after his breathing deepened and slowed, she lay there, eyes open and thinking.
Except it was pleasant thoughts taking up room in her brain now, instead of the self-recriminations and negativity that she used to hold.
Possible ideas for their wedding.
Had she known moving back home would have turned out so right, she wouldn’t have fought Ron on it.
Then again, different timing might have meant she didn’t get Elvin.
And no way in hell would she give him up, now that she had finally found perfection and peace.
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