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  Chapter One


  


  Steam billows from the bath, rolling like warm mist off the ocean. Leaning against the doorframe, I stare through the shower stall at Alan’s body whitened by the fog. Rivers of water run down the glass, and down his thighs, and through the thick, dark hair on his chest and legs. Savoring his tight ass—like rounds of grapefruit I could pluck—my body quickens.


  If he knew I was here, he’d invite me in.


  So certain of that fact, I wander on tiptoe across the emerald-green tiles, inviting myself inside his shower. The door squeaks and he turns around, startled. Then his smile brightens as he sees the water soaking through my tee shirt. The sexy truth appears from beneath that clean, plain white. My broad aureoles bear lazy nipples at their centers—the buds tiny and teasable. These mounds look as though they are made of white cotton suspended on air inside my translucent shirt, floating toward him begging. I beg for what I want, wondering if he’ll accept the seduction or send me away. This is only the second time I’ve sneaked into his apartment and I worry that he’ll be mad.


  With his scrotum in my fingers, I move the liquid sac across my palm as I stare into his brown eyes looking for approval. His cock begins to harden, throbbing rapidly to an erection, and then he tears away my nylon shorts, letting them drop like a wet rag to the shower floor. So, now he has my crotch in his hand, like I have his in mine—though his hand grabs while mine caresses. I don’t need more approval than that. Alan’s other hand squeezes my ass until I feel a painful, pleasurable surge of satisfaction, and slipping from his grasp, I drop to my knees, water falling from overhead like raindrops to drench everything still dry.


  “Good bitch,” he says hissing, a hand running through my wet curls. I like him talking nasty, hearing the edge in his voice, as though he were demanding I serve him like a slave. I do this on instinct, the experience a natural one, as if my life were meant to be understood on my knees, gazing upward.


  Now, my eyes rest on the organ beating at my face, as the swollen spear sticks up straight, pointing somewhere skyward. Wiggling into his crotch, his night musk lingers in the air about my nostrils and I breathe in its mysteries—he hasn’t yet washed the fragrance away.


  He doesn’t smell clean, and I wonder where he was last night. And who he was with? Is that another woman’s perfume I sense, or did he just jack-off to a porno movie? I smile thinking all these things, then swallow that smile as I swallow his cock. With my lips opening, the head glides inside. Drawing back the skin with my hand, my fingers slide along the stalk, moving up and down, while my tongue laps away the last of the salt and sweet cum I taste there.


  He purrs hungrily as an animal would, winding his hands through my hair and pressing himself deeper down my throat. He’s anxious, wanting me as much as I want him.


  We get to rocking inside this slippery stall, so hard he finally takes his hands away and grabs for the sides while I work the climax from him. Does he really understand how well I manage him? He thinks he’s in control, but I know better. So what if I have to do this from my knees, and listen to his crude conclusions about my soul when we’re not having sex.


  I know he thinks I’m a whore, though he doesn’t have the guts to say so. It wouldn’t matter to me. I know what I am. Whore doesn’t fit, but the slut word does. I’d never take cash for what I do; if I can’t enjoy screwing my men without money then they aren’t worth my time.


  In the center of this driving rainstorm of water, I taste something sweet; and although it quickly drowns away, there is the fresh sexual scent of him as he begins to erupt. I let the cum spurt down my throat, pulling it inside me as though I need it to live. I know my survival hinges on this. Hummm, sweet cream. Like I could nurse at this erection all day long. Were that so, I’d find one man and stick with him. But since the anatomy of life doesn’t work that way, I keep moving from one man to the next.


  “Get on the bed and stay on your knees,” he says while slapping my water-soaked face. Impishly crawling from the shower stall, I inch my way along the emerald tile and then the burgundy carpet covering his bedroom floor. Scampering like a puppy to the top of his mattress, I wait, heinie waving like a red flag; cunt and everything else about me dripping wet. When he comes to me, ambling slowly from the bathroom toweling his face, I know he’s admiring my ripe flesh, almost wishing he hadn’t cum so soon. He would have liked poking that rod deep in my belly, shooting himself to the ends of the channel as though he were making babies. I’m surprised he even bothers with me now; once Alan’s had his fix, he rarely spends the time required to get me off.


  Today, I’m lucky. He presses his hand at my snatch and begins to play. I know I don’t have long, but I only need a few quick moments until I’m far from the planet, mindlessly ecstatic. My randy home bursts. The muscles in me crunch down wishing for meat, but are content with a few deft fingers. I squeeze, bear down, squeeze more, and clench with my half-loaded pussy, while my ass grinds on air. His thumb moves higher, pressing at my anus. It’s too much to hope that this will be some drawn out venture. It’s come and gone in less than sixty seconds, but well worth that swaggering journey across his emerald tile.


  “So, did I leave my door unlocked?” he asks.


  “Un-huh,” I answer as I pull off my wet tee shirt and sit naked on his bed.


  “What are you going to do about your clothes?”


  “Borrow yours,” I conclude. “Or stay here long enough to use the dryer.”


  “Can’t. I have a meeting in…” he consults the clock on nightstand, “in twenty minutes, Clarise.”


  “Then a tee shirt and shorts will do.” Alan’s slim enough that we can share clothes; though, I’m sure it won’t be a habit—not with this man.


  He stares warily my way.


  “Come on, hon, I can’t go out of here like this,” I whine a bit.


  “I think you look just fine,” he tells me smirking.


  “Of course you would.”


  I wait as he searches through his dresser and pulls out what I need. Blue nylon running shorts and a tee shirt from the Boston Marathon, 1995—faded but wearable. Might even improve my image.


  “So, were you planning to seduce me, or was this an accident?” he asks.


  “Sort of planning.”


  “Horny?”


  “Of course, and I thought of you first.” I lie, and he probably knows this, but we’re not worried about that sort of thing. Lovers like us always lie. I think the ego stays intact better that way. I was actually thinking of Joseph this morning when I woke up, but he’s away on business for a week and I can never see him this early. Stockbrokers wait until the last bell sounds for sex. I have been hungering for him lately—more than the others, and I don’t understand why. He’s aloof, inconstant and sometimes brusque, while I treat him like royalty. Anyway, Alan, the book editor, had to do. He’s rarely ready for work before ten. Too bad he has a morning meeting or we might have done it right and spent an hour in bed.


  “You look good,” he manages the compliment while I’m shaking out my hair. The curls are like little rivers, with the muddled colors of my streaked brown hair becoming more noticeable when they’re wet. When my hair is dry, it sort of floats together like it’s natural—as though I don’t spend hours with Ziggy, the hairdresser, getting it right.


  I’m vain about just this one thing—my hair. If my body is a little plump by current standards, it doesn’t matter. I have a theory about bodies, that size doesn’t matter, or shape, or even comeliness. Only energy matters, form without substance is lifeless and can never be sexy. I know my form generates warmth, and that the look of everything about me—wild hair, full breasts, and a hip-rolling ass—turns men on. I have plenty of men—falling into relationships I don’t ask for as easily as walking down the street. They like how I look and even better how I feel. Choosing the ones I want, I go with men who alarm me, and make no promises.


  “Thanks,” I say in the wake of Alan’s compliment. He hasn’t stopped staring and that’s an even better compliment. “And thanks for the unlocked door.”


  “And if it hadn’t been?”


  Sporting a cocky grin I say, “I would have waited until you were out of the shower.”


  “Then I would have been late.”


  “Then we would have had to fuck fast,” I rejoin smiling as I jump off his bed.


  “This was fast,” he reminds me.


  “But it was good,” I sway myself past him looking for my sandals.


  “You’re always good, Clarise.”


  “Thanks.”


  “But try to keep a lid on this sort of stunt.”


  “Oh?”


  “I mean not so often in the morning.”


  “It’s only been twice.”


  “And what if I’m here with another woman? That’s a strong possibility.”


  “New girlfriend?”


  “No. But I have other women and it could get awkward.”


  “It doesn’t have to. I’d sidle up to both of you.”


  “I wish,” he says disparagingly. “Women I date don’t do women.”


  “How would you know, have you asked?”


  “Trust me. They’d be giving up too much control.”


  “Really? I would think that giving up control is what sex is about. Makes sense to me.”


  “But not for some.”


  I laugh. “Suppose that’s why you have me,” I quip while I’m starting for the door.


  “Clarise,” he calls.


  I turn back. “The office this week?”


  “You have a message you want me to deliver?”


  “I’m sure I can find one.”


  We stop the banter there and I leave thinking it was a pretty good morning.


  I’m always on a high and relaxed after good sex. My bicycle moves under me like I’m part of it. After great sex, I can’t ride at all, since I’m too removed and unfocused. That’s why quickies work during the day.


  After Alan, I go directly to the message center and pick up my first assignments. A delivery to a small manufacturing plant ten blocks up, almost out of my territory, but it will stretch my legs. And then my regular route. There’s a note from the tobacco shop. There will be cigars for the skyscraper barons… the fat asses I find difficult to stomach. But then I can smile—the best part about the cigar trips is Henry—whose tobacco shop on 16th street has always been one of my favorite stops. The aromas energize me, and the man himself seems to make sport of baffling me.


  On the outside, Henry seems docile; but I’ve always had the feeling that there’s a good deal more under his sweet reserve and smoldering grey eyes.


  After enjoying the thought of him, I suddenly find myself frowning. There’s the slip of paper in my hand. Third one this week; and an irritating tingle rises up my spine sending a nervous shiver everywhere that should be calm. After all, I just had sex and hour ago.


  It’s always the same. The pale green paper, that insipid shade of green they call institutional—because it’s supposed to be restful to the eyes. I doubt my admirer has any clue about that. I’m sure he snatches whatever’s in his seedy apartment. I keep imagining him with horn-rimmed glasses and nerdy shirts, or maybe it’s rimless coke-bottle lenses and denim. Unfolding the green paper, there’s another simple message, which I’ll stab through the spindle on my desk at home. There are five now, I think.


  “You’re not getting what you need. Take your time.”


  What’s he telling me that I don’t know? This is so frustrating; I want to pound my fist on something. Handle bars? The door? My locker? How about the pillow at the head of my bed? The one that lays empty waiting for a man’s breath mingling with mine.


  Who the fuck is this bastard, making comments about my love life and my current state of neediness? Telling me what’s supposed to be kept a secret? Doesn’t he have any brains at all? If he’s trying to seduce me, he’s failed there miserably.


  I wonder, too, if I’m being stalked. If I have reason to fear some creep darting out from dark alleys, or accosting me in elevators, or clutching me from behind, whispering these strange thoughts in my ears. Oddly, my crotch starts to burn when I read his messages. Damn desires! I need less what’s in my mind and more real men. I don’t need phantoms, but real men with muscles, hearts and big fat cocks.


  Whoever he is, he knows me. If only he’d declare himself, then he’d be real. I could touch him, feel him, fuck him. But, except for green folded papers, he’s silent and unseen.


  ***


  


  Henry’s busy when I arrive at his tobacco shop, so I wait, smelling the perfume of unsmoked tobacco oozing into my pores. There’s something sexy about the way he rolls the cut leaves with his fingers. His hands must smell like his shop, though I’ve never had the chance to find out. He’s the one man I would like to fuck but haven’t.


  I seduce him every time I see him, but he remains my most intriguing enigma. I want to understand what’s inside his reserve. I wish he were the author of my pale green notes; but I wouldn’t be lucky enough to have anyone so stable, so infinite and calm. My fellow’s bound to be a mad man.


  “I got another message,” I say as soon as Henry turns my way. Seeing his eyes is all the comfort I need—even something fatherly glimmers there. Something whole and sexy resides inside that grey, accentuated by his dark lashes and the heavy, expressive eyebrows. I often wonder what it’s like to feel his square jaw in my hands, to lean in and kiss his smile. Henry’s lean, strong and forty-five years old—which Ziggy says is far too old for me. I ask her why she says that, and she can’t explain herself. Ziggy doesn’t care about the age of her lovers—she once dated a fellow who was almost sixty. But this one, she says, is indecipherable. I don’t agree. No man is that obscure. I think it’s just his way to be remote.


  Besides, I’m okay with things I can’t figure out—except these blasted notes. And when it comes to men, I do like riddles so I can find my way inside them.


  “And what’s your message say?” he asks.


  “Says, take my time, I’m not getting what I need.”


  He nods as though this sounds logical, which it does.


  “Yeah, but what’s he doing with me?” I explain, showing my exasperation.


  “Couldn’t say,” he shakes his head.


  “Humph,” I shrug in frustration. “You know it could be one of the guys at work playing a practical joke.”


  “Could be,” he agrees easily.


  I’m off to the skyscrapers with two boxes of handsomely wrapped cigars, which will make some man’s day. I do wonder about men who puff on these phallic symbols. Perhaps they’d really like to be sucking a guy’s dick.


  I think I’m meeting my next boyfriend as I make this delivery. He’s a new one—and one of those perfectly beautiful men who melt the eyes and turn pussies liquid. He has mine smoldering in seconds. Tony talks to women with a warm snicker on his face, as though he’s perpetually seducing them. Even me—the humble delivery girl from the cigar shop. When he takes the boxes from my hands, his fingers graze mine and my thighs cramp, need swelling in my belly. I came this morning with Alan, but all that’s forgotten now, as I fall into Tony’s dark Italian handsomeness and swim around. For just two minutes I am the only woman in his life—I feel loved and circumscribed by him, and there’s no reason for him to give me anything but a pleasant thank you for the delivery.


  “What’s your name?” he asks.


  “Clarise.”


  “And you work this neighborhood on foot?”


  “No bicycle.”


  He nods. “I’m a cyclist.”


  “Oh?” I stupidly blush. “I’m afraid the bike’s just part of the job.”


  “Ah. Too bad.”


  Too bad, why? I wonder. But then, this is a worthless fantasy. Every woman dreams of men like Tony and I’ll bet there are a hundred running after this guy. Maybe I’ll think about him the next time I screw Joseph or Alan.


  “But then, you’re a runner,” he says, noting Alan’s tee shirt.


  “Runner?” I finally stare down at the faded imprint across my chest and blush more. “Not that either,” I say. “Just borrowing from a friend.”


  “We’ll, I’m sure I’ll see you again.”


  “Smoke a lot?”


  “No. Not at all. These are gifts.”


  Of course.


  I leave with my thighs sticky from the juice that’s trickled from my snatch—no panties; this could get dangerous before the day’s out. I worry as I hop back on my bike and pedal off, that my shorts will look pretty stupid by the time I get back to the message center.


  This evening, I’m drawn to the nightclub in the neighborhood. I exchanged Alan’s shorts and tee shirt for a short black lycra dress, then shaved my legs so smooth that the tan skin seems to glow by the evening light. And taking my hair from the clasp I’ve worn all day, I shake it out so it flies about my face, bringing out the savage beast inside me. As I do, a delicious wave of lust saturates my veins. A little makeup for my eyes—which I hardly ever wear—and pearls dangling from my ears, I figure that’s enough.


  Rico’s nightclub is swarming with bodies moving rhythmically to the beat of his music blaring through the sound system. He kisses me when I enter.


  “Haven’t seen you in ages, Clarise.” I kiss him back and smile while he pats my butt. “Maybe after midnight we can take a break?”


  “Sure,” I say as I move on. If there’s no one else, Rico will do.


  Gliding through a swarm of arms, and thighs, and dancing asses, I get bumped, then start dancing with a blond-haired fellow who’s more sweet than sexy. After one dance, I give him a kiss on the cheek and move on, looking for someone—as though I know who that someone is. I haven’t a clue. I’m just waiting out tonight’s finale, engaging in some wishful thinking.


  I don’t remember when I stop dancing. I don’t remember much at all inside all this noise. It leaves me dizzy after several hours, so I move to the back of the club and find Rico at his office door, looking at the impossible crowd as dollar signs register in his brown eyes.


  “Place is crazy!” I exclaim.


  “Yeah,” he smirks happily. He stares at my breasts, which seem to rise from the top of my dress with the cleavage line jiggling as I walk. “I have a friend who would enjoy you, Clarise. That’s if you’re interested.”


  “Not you?” I am surprised.


  “Maybe,” he says with the look of a voyeur in his eyes. “I might just hang around and see what happens.”


  He has me curious; and moving behind him, I peer inside his office, seeing my cigar guy, Tony, sitting on the sofa.


  “Clarise,” he says with the same crotch-warming smile that breathed such life in me this afternoon.


  “You?” I’m stunned.


  “Me, yes.”


  “You knew I’d be here?”


  He flashes a grin at Rico, which makes me wonder what these two have schemed. I’m in the dark—though not the kind of dark to be afraid of. It’s just that it doesn’t make sense.


  “I knew what Rico told me,” he says obliquely.


  “And how did he know I’d be here?”


  Tony shrugs innocently.


  Rico’s hand is at my back, launching me past the doorway with firm fingers, and I stumble forward.


  The stud on the couch with the great, grand smile has me drowning in him, pussy clenching in expectation, body full and ready, the green go-light signaling me onward. Sure of myself, I drop to my knees—yes, I dropped to my knees in Alan’s shower only hours ago—and I’m here again serving a man slavishly engaged.


  That man, Tony, sits with such ease, hands on thighs, looking at me crawl to him as though he sees this every day.


  “Clarise, you are a slut,” he remarks with amazement.


  “You just guessed I was?” I say tongue-in-cheek. I swagger his way on all fours until I’m at his feet, staring at the polished Italian loafers and the soft brown socks above.


  He doesn’t answer; but instead, clutches at my hair with fingers winding through the curls. It’s a gesture repeated by every man I’m with. My hair is the one mesmerizing feature I can rely on. But Tony, with the matinee idol physique, stares at what he sees genuinely fascinated by these crazy, untamed ringlets.


  “Come here,” he whispers. He wants me closer still, so I inch up the sofa like a skulking cat and straddle his lap. I can’t believe I’m this far inside his private spaces, lap dancing with my pussy pressed against his groin. Feeling his erection begin to pulse, I sense my pussy emitting cream. I’ll soil his pants, but he doesn’t seem to care.


  He has his hands around me, and I lean back so I can better admire his face. I’d take it home and mount it on the wall, and tell all my friends I really fucked this god-like guy, Grecian, Roman, doesn’t matter which kind of god. He’ll do. He will never lose the power to stun me.


  By now, my skirt’s so high that the pink thong underneath winks at him when he peers down watching me wiggle on his cock. Grinning, he runs his hand along the slip of cotton, and I start to gasp as his index finger gently lifts the edge and burrows underneath—tenderly. Little heat-seeking missile, that finger. When he pulls it out, it will be drenched with me, and I’ll lick it dry with my tongue while the look of him infects my body with a deeper lust.


  I’m gone, in a pre-orgasmic tide of pleasure. One shock of tremors replaces the one before. They come in great breakers and move downward through me, settling where my wet crotch moves lazily to the beat of music behind this night.


  “Want to cum, Clarise?” he asks while caressing the syllables of my name, making it sound much sexier than it is.


  “Hummm, yes,” I’m thinking dreamily.


  “Then, you’ll do me as I want you.”


  “That would be my pleasure.”


  “In your ass, Clarise,” he says with his voice turning more seriously resonant. “Because that’s the only way I’ll have you. In your ass, while Rico’s in your cunt.” He strokes my face, pushing off a wavy lock of hair with the tenderness of a long-term lover caressing away a minor worry.


  My cunt squeezes its reply and I whisper simply, “Whatever you want.”


  That decided, his hands take charge as though they own me, sliding like silk along my skin, pressing my breasts with force. My head drops lazily back as I breathe him into me.


  While my empty cunt grinds on his pants, Tony pushes the shoulders of my black dress down to bare my tits; then he dives forward with nose and tongue deep into the perspiring no man’s land between the mounds. This could be all I need. If I rocked long enough inside this blissful feeling, I might cum without that cock. But I do want him; I want them both. With that my inspiration, I hold back.


  Moving to his feet with me in tow, Tony has Rico slip down on his couch. Already naked, his familiar male member waves at me erectly, as though it’s saying hello. I’m tempted to smile thinking this is some joke. But I know better as soon as Tony shoves me over my nightclub friend.


  Settling into the warmth of him, his aroma is recognizable, and his cock is almost comforting. Been some time—years I think since I had two like this in one night. Frankly, I can’t remember when it happened last. The recollection of a New Year’s party two years ago floats back into my conscious brain. Then the memory leaves again and I concentrate on the deliciously Latin Rico moving slowly in my cunt.


  From the corner of my eyes, I see my Adonis strip off his clothes. Suit coat, pants, socks and shirt fall around the room like new decorations.


  Not many men are better looking naked than they are clothed. But this one is. His face is only a beginning. I wonder if he wouldn’t have made a bigger fortune selling this package of muscled manliness to porn producers.


  But as much as I adore him, I note the admirable size of his erection and wonder if it will fit inside me. His immensity makes me shudder—where the hell is this going to fit? Still, I’m persuaded to continue as Tony makes it his foremost project to make sure I’m ready, pushing me down on Rico’s torso so I’m laying on him chest to chest. Crouching at my behind, Tony’s hand feels its way along the cleft to the rosette opening of my back door. At the moment, his target is clenched tight; but as he pleases it with his mouth, I feel that appalling instant of primal delight as the tip of his tongue invades that darkness. I remember that I washed myself before I went out tonight, glad I did, glad that my privates smell of roses and taste of cinnamon. I hope he likes the flavor, if he even bothers to notice. (I love men who think those are my natural tastes and smells). The deeper he probes the more my body spirals downward—my cunt becoming more wet, my desire more profound. Then my bottom begins to move on its own with Rico groaning to go faster, and Tony searching for even more response from me.


  He slaps my ass, going back and forth from one cheek to the other while my hair swings in the same erratic rhythm. Having made the nether hole slick, it’s no longer Tony’s tongue breaching the clenched barrier, but fingers, two, then three long digits poking as far as they will go into my darkness, until that darkness opens wide, and the muscles release, and he’s ready to make me wider still.


  I cringe. Every time a cock hits my ass, I shudder, nakedly revealing how much I long for the raunchy fuck. Sometimes when I’m taken in my ass, I think I see stars within my eyes—or colors you can’t find on earth; and I’m being transported to another world. Perhaps I’m another being altogether, someone unlike myself. Or maybe, I’m just me, all me, all hundred and thirty pounds of five-foot two flesh, packed in gloriously smooth skin, having arrived on this planet as a ribald joke from another century—or at least another decade—where making love like this was nothing but fun and never political. I don’t want to think about how I got here, or why.


  As Tony’s cock crashes the party through my back channel, I’m screaming. I don’t care who’s listening at Rico’s door, or who’s walking in to see a slut like me screwed two ways, black dress bunched around my waist, one man in my cunt, the other reaming my ass.


  While Tony doesn’t hurt me, his significant girth stretches me wide. I can’t imagine being more wild, or crying louder, or any more demanded of me. All this cock makes me think they’re sword fighting, stabbing and poking my interiors at all angles. I’m hanging on as though my life were on the line. So much for concentration or being sane. I can do nothing but float with these capricious rhythms and hold on.


  Minutes pass. Tony’s more demanding, doing a serious probing of my anal regions. I almost think his dick expands the more it surges in my belly. When he cums, I’m cumming too, bearing down so hard that Rico begins to cry in deep, wistful, guttural groans.


  “Oh, yes, yes, yesssss………” is about all I can say, though this hissing expletive is hardly enough considering all I feel.


  Rent apart, I wonder if I’ve been split in half. And when the two pricks dwindle down as spent cocks do, they withdraw, leaving me filled with cream, but feeling empty.


  Tony’s dick hangs loose, though it’s still half-erect as if I could put my lips to it and have it alive again. Since Rico’s is entirely spent, I focus on Tony, on the dark hair that covers the tan, and the way his cock now arches slightly before the head points toward the ground. While still straddling Rico’s hips, I bring that lovely penis to my lips and taste my residue, finding that taste pleasant—certainly not cinnamon. To my delight, however, there’s definitely the fragrance of roses on his cock—perhaps just nestled in his pubic hair—a little bit of me to leave with him until he washes it away.


  “I hope you’ll bring cigars to me again,” Tony says as he searches for his clothes. “You brighten the office.”


  “I do?”


  He nods. Sincere appreciation in his eyes, and another look of adoration.


  Who am I kidding? He adores every woman he meets. I’m not sure men this physically perfect are really meant to be serious with women—rather, they’re little packages of pleasure to dream about, and, if you’re lucky, fuck once; and if you’re really lucky, fuck twice. I can’t imagine more than that. I had my dreamboat in my ass, which was perfectly all right with me.


  I don’t stay long. Feeling as though a mallet and a scouring wind have hallowed me out, there’s nothing to say, no way to yet to inspect my feelings. I’ll limp home, take a taxi I think. Put my bike in Rico’s back room, and get it some time tomorrow—but only after I’ve laid around a while wishing this would happen again.


  



  

  Chapter Two


  


  Ziggy’s in my apartment by eight in the morning—way too soon to be civil to her. She’s disappointed she can’t tell me her tale right off because I’m too drowsy. Instead, she curls up next to me on top of my covers and falls asleep.


  “You smell like sex,” she says when we open our eyes again. She’s fingering my hair and I swear I can feel that touch electrify every follicle on my head.


  “I should,” I say.


  “Humm,” her eyebrows arch with interest, as her soft palm reaches to caress my face. She smells like apricots while I carry the redolence of two men. “You going to tell me, or keep me in the dark?”


  “A guy in the skyscrapers ordered cigars from Henry. Turns out he knows Rico, and wanted my ass last night. They took me at the same time.”


  “Hey, you don’t fool around.” I can see she’s impressed.


  “Surprised me, too.”


  “And your new friend? You’ve got some magic in your eyes.”


  “Never met a man as beautiful or sexy. If you felt my crotch right now it would wet from just the thought of him.”


  “And he took your ass?”


  “Best fuck yet.”


  “I’m sure not getting that.” She looks at me thoughtfully wondering. “Could he be your secret pal.”


  “Oh, please no.”


  “But he could be.”


  “He wouldn’t be that sleazy. Besides, it makes so sense. The notes don’t mean anything.”


  “Going to see him again, you think?”


  I don’t want to answer that question, thinking that if I do, it will jinx the prospect of another meeting. Fact is, I’m doubtful. Back to my theory of great looking guys not having relationships—particularly with women like me—I don’t want to entertain a lot of fantasy that’s only bound to disappoint. I shrug for Ziggy, and draw her closer, my lips meeting hers for something tiny and sensuous. Then, I pull out of bed and move lethargically to the mirror to comb out the rat of tangles, which have taken over my hair.


  “I got another note.”


  “Really?” she says, looking luxuriously like a tramp from the twenties. Her bobbed red hair shimmies when she moves her head, while her lithe body floats. She wears a chartreuse silk chemise, a gold band around her forehead, and lots of black make-up on her green eyes. Though there’s not a trace of blush on her pale cheeks, just the natural pink of her skin. “Suppose you don’t want sex now,” she says, trying to lure me back into bed.


  “Humm,” I turn around exposing my naked cunt for her and my jubilant breasts—all of which she admires because she thinks her slight form is inadequate. I don’t think so at all. “I would, but I have promises to keep this morning.”


  “Saturday? What a shame,” she registers her disappointment with a pout. Seeing her expression, I’m almost ready to give up my plans and spend my day with her. The prospect of rejoining her in bed is more pleasant than a run in the park with Joseph.


  “No, hon,” I finally sigh. “My stockbroker wins this time.”


  “So then, you’ll fuck him? Does it ever end with you?”


  “We never fuck after exercising. But Joseph thinks we need to do more than screw, so we’ve made this Saturday arrangement.”


  “How long has this been going on?”


  “The second week.”


  “You might not actually be serious about him?”


  “I think he’s worried.”


  “Worried?”


  “About the notes.”


  “You told him?”


  “I’ve told them all. Alan, Joseph, Henry.” I think again. “But not Rico. He’d just blow it off.”


  “Maybe he’s the one.”


  I shake my head exasperated with the thought.


  “He could never plan anything like that. Besides, I’ve decided that it’s just some innocent admirer I’m working with, who doesn’t have a clue how to get to first base with a woman. Let him have his fun. It’s not going to rattle me.”


  “It already has.”


  “But not if I believe the fellow’s harmless. And that’s exactly what I’ve decided.” I say this with more conviction that I really feel. If I were to get spooked, Ziggy would be drawn into it so fast I’d never walk out of the house.


  “So, what’s this last note say?” she asks.


  I shrug, pretending I don’t remember.


  “Where is it?”


  “In my backpack, I think.”


  “I thought you were saving them.”


  “And today I thought I’d throw them out.”


  “Bad idea,” she assures me. “What if this is more than an innocent obsession? What if he starts doing things, serious things? Stalking you. Calling you. Coming to the apartment.”


  “He won’t. And I won’t let you scare me.”


  “I’d be scared,” she says, as she inspects her pink painted nails.


  “And I’m not you.”


  When she rises from the bed, I’m almost sorry I didn’t cancel running with Joseph. I could easily dive into her.


  But then, Joseph doesn’t like me changing our dates. Everything about his life is scheduled in concrete. He has rules and order, and his determination amazes me. When I’m with him, I think I’m in love. I forget about Rico, and Henry, and Alan, and mystery men with little green notes. His world is all encompassing. I fall for him again each time we’re together. But we’re never together enough and I’m afraid to ask for more, afraid he’ll turn me down. I often wonder, if I hold out long enough, I just might become a regular part of his concrete schedule, instead of the sexual chink that he fits in when he’s horny.


  Canceling Joseph, he’d be pissed. I can’t.


  “Maybe tomorrow morning, Ziggy.” She smirks happily, although she’s disappointed.


  “Maybe Joseph would have us both?”


  “Maybe,” I consider the thought with a good deal of desire.


  Joseph and I run in the park until we’re exhausted. Then we grab the picnic lunch I’ve packed and eat on a blanket letting the hot sun warm the skin on our backs. I’m so horny that I can hardly stand myself; and though I have no hope of changing Joseph’s mind, I decide to try.


  “Want to come back to my apartment?”


  He’s never been there and looks as though I’m crazy for suggesting it.


  “Is everything okay there?” he asks.


  “Yes, everything is fine.”


  “More notes?”


  “One. But that’s not what I’m talking about.”


  “What then?”


  “Sex, hon.” I run my hand along his muscled arm, feeling his hair and his strength, finding myself shuddering as his energy seems to surge into me. His skin’s a bronze color, his hair tawny, and wearing jogging clothes, it looks as though he belongs on a beach. Maybe it’s the suits that turn him into a staid stockbroker.


  He smiles. “You’re a randy one.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “I have an appointment at one.” He consults his watch. “But we will get together this week, I promise.”


  I know we will. But I want him now. Scooting closer to him, I push his bushy blonde hair from his brow, and lean in to kiss his cheek. He kisses back, lips pressed on mine, his right hand giving my left breast a clandestine squeeze. After all, we are in public. I lick off a trace of potato salad from his mouth, and then pull back.


  “Sometimes I want more of you,” I get bold enough to say. I’m thinking of the way we make love.


  “There’s a time for everything, Clarise.”


  “And the time’s not now?”


  “Not yet.”


  He’s almost wistful and I think that’s a good sign. I’m feeling something in my heart flutter almost meanly. Why do I care for him? What makes him overshadow the others in my mind? What drives me? As soon as I think these questions, I know the answer. It’s not as though I haven’t already asked them a hundred times. Joseph is so much more substantial than the others—certainly more than Rico and Alan are, and of course Tony, if he were to be more than a one nighter. And Henry doesn’t count. I want someone substantial who knows everything I’m thinking about, and this guy is the closest possibility in my known universe. I keep wondering if I should expand my universe, but then I keep coming back to Joseph and forgetting that idea altogether.


  “You say you had another note?”


  “Yes, but it’s no big deal.”


  “I think it might be. You be careful. Watch your other lovers.”


  Does he know, or just assume?


  “Others?”


  He chuckles. “You don’t have to play coy.”


  “How much do you know?”


  “It’s all intuition, Clarise. And a little logic. I can’t imagine I’m the first client you’ve seduced.”


  “You seduced me.”


  “However you figure it, it’s the same. Just be careful of them.”


  “They’re all like you.”


  “Really?”


  “Not exactly like you, but they’re respectable people and they wouldn’t be playing games like this.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Good. You get another note, let me know right away.”


  “And what would you do?”


  “Not sure. But there might be a time when you can’t write them off any more.”


  I shake my head no. “He’ll go away. I’m sure.”


  How can he care for me this way, and a hundred times over express this nurturing concern for my welfare, and then only portion out our time together as though there’s a fixed amount; as if seeing each other too often he’ll use up that time and there will be nothing left?


  I get a message on Thursday to retrieve a package from Joseph Lord in the afternoon, five o’clock. He’ll expect me there on the button, not a second before or a second later. I arrive winded. Having spent a long day on my bike, the day almost over, I’m pretty exhausted by the time I lock my bike, enter the lobby of his brokerage, and punch the up arrow on the elevator. Tenth floor.


  The office building rises crisply into the cityscape, its clean-cut interior as untarnished as it is without. I could swear that Joseph was its architect—either that or a creative twin consulted with my gentleman fellow before he began the project. An endless expanse of white greets the eye at every turn. There is muted grey in some marble, and places where a stripe of green appears almost out of place. The elevator is lined with mirrors that seem almost as intimidating as the endless white. I’m thankful when I get to Joseph’s floor that the brokerage has elected to display some modern art against the walls. I’ve been examining one painting for months, and concluded that it is of two nudes copulating in a park. I’m sure no one sees this but me; and I wouldn’t dare give my impression to anyone lest they decide to remove this little beauty. I did say something to Joseph and he laughed it off, assuring me that his conservative boss would never allow anything prurient in his work environment.


  Walking the hall, I gaze into offices waving at the brokers I know personally. Reaching Joseph’s office, I find him sitting behind his desk, pouring over a stack of reports. I know nothing about what he does other than make tons of money. He says most of it’s on paper—and I wonder what that really means. Is the money real? Or is this just a game a whole bunch of people play, like Monopoly, and what they do doesn’t amount to a hill of beans in the end? If I’m cynical, it’s only because I can’t figure how the amount of money you have has any impact on how good you feel about yourself, or how much pleasure you enjoy. Touching people is far more satisfactory to me. And yet, there are those I pass on my way to seeing Joseph, who spend twenty hours a day jacking off their brains over summaries and portfolios. They’re rich beyond what I can comprehend, and have never touched another human soul. Sometimes, I think my loving Joseph has saved him from that fate.


  “Hi, sweetie,” I say whispering. I’m still on company time so I need to be discreet.


  He looks up at me smiling, “Come in and close the door.” I find him alluring now with his starched white dress shirt and his blond hair tidily combed. Even in these pristine surroundings, he retains the rugged look of the out-of-doors, as though he just stepped from the beach.


  Hummm, he has my pussy smarting so soon. What more could he have in mind? The feeling of him, so professionally engrossed, and me—an employee of the city messenger service, a mere gofer by trade—closing the door on the rest of Joseph’s life, has me ready to spread my legs. Though, I know he’ll draw me out until the very last second of my physical tolerance.


  Once I’m in the office, he returns to work, hardly bothered by my presence, and saying absently, “Take off your clothes.”


  “Now? Everything?”


  “You heard me, darling, I want you naked.”


  Humm. This has me intrigued. To think that outside the door, the world of finance is going on frenetically, at a pace that won’t stop until nearly midnight, and I’m going to be naked with my lover. Maybe Joseph will be moving on me faster than I thought.


  I start to strip thinking he’ll at least look up as I kick off my shoes, then push my jeans to the floor and over my ankles. I stand before him with nothing from my waist down, and he’s still penciling in numbers for a client. Shrugging, and with a sigh loud enough to draw his attention, I pull my sweater over my head and toss it away. My pink bra follows. So I’m naked now. What next?


  “Joseph, couldn’t you at least notice?” I finally blurt out.


  He looks up at last and grins. “Think you should be the center of my life?” The way he clips his words has me shuddering and a little afraid.


  “I’d like to be a little closer to the center, yes. Or is a messenger girl too lowly for that? Strip me, fuck me, and send me off.” I’m a little sarcastic.


  “Don’t worry, Clarise, it won’t be that simple today.”


  “I’m feeling cold.”


  “Are you? Then come here.”


  I practically leap toward him, and rolling his chair away from the desk, plunk down on his lap. His hand goes for my groin, where with very little effort, I could get off. I’ve been thinking about this all day and I’m primed. Thighs burning, pussy wet, even my ass is urgent for his rough massage.


  “Not so fast,” he says, pushing me away when he realizes that I’m about to cum.


  But I get what I want. He’s standing too, walking me to the conference area, where an anomaly to the manicured white modern style of the office sits invitingly, as though there for my benefit. The table is a grotesque antique with gargoyle carvings at the feet and along the perimeter of the top. Its broad surface is polished to a glassy shine so when he suggests I climb on top, I know I’m going to leave it smudged.


  Doing as Joseph says, I’m quickly on all fours, waving my fanny in front of his face, while I look down to peer into my distorted one. He slaps my ass six times so rudely I’m feeling the warm sting radiate outwards. This scenario is new for me; though, it’s what I can expect from this lover. He’s quite creative, and here I am the grateful recipient of his genius. When I begin to Ooo and Ahhh as the sting begins to burn, he backs off saying, “I really should keep going, Clarise. I think your disposition could use a little pain.”


  “What are you trying to do? Punish me?” I ask.


  “Not a bad idea,” he baits me with a desire he suspects resides somewhere in the cavernous crannies of my submissive psyche. But he doesn’t move forward—at least not yet. I wonder if he’ll come back to it. I don’t have long to wait until he’s on to other demeaning things, like clamps he snaps on my labia, so the two fat protrusions dangle with the heavy ornaments creating another kind of ache for me to endure.


  “Ah, Joseph, this is starting to smart.”


  “Good,” he says under his breath. I can tell he’s aroused hearing the sonorous quality of his voice, while my body animates as his forcefully charged whispers inspire me. Sensation broadening outward from my clamped skin, I begin to undulate as a feline in heat, thinking I might draw him in to me. Of course, Joseph is not that easily seduced. At table height, he can hardly fuck here, unless he climbs on behind, which is something he’ll never do. I’m enjoined to suffer his tortures until he’s ready to switch gears for his inspired ending. When a third clamp covers the hood of my clit, the shock wave makes me scream.


  “Quiet!” he snaps angrily. “Hold it in, Clarise, and feel.” He pauses for a moment, waltzing around the table, considering me thoughtfully. “Better yet, I should gag you.”


  The companion piece to my ornate table is a wardrobe-style cabinet at the side of the room—which he’s never opened in my presence. Seeing him move that way, I suddenly find myself imagining it a treasure chest filled with outrageous implements of torture—chains, manacles, whips, knives, and of course the gag he’s mentioned. Why do I think this way? What is in me to allow such crude devices in my fantasies?


  As Joseph opens the cabinet, my fears are not confirmed, at last not entirely. This is not the private stash of the Marquis de Sade, but a gentleman’s pleasure chest. I can only see a few videos—which are either business related or porn, some CD’s, and then a small box within the cabinet from which he pulls the item he desires.


  I look at him shocked.


  His blue eyes open questioningly. “Too much?” he asks. I have the feeling I’ve lost my power to choose here. That whatever he has planned will take place regardless of how I feel about it. Though I’m sure that doesn’t bother me. I can’t be any other way with Joseph Lord.


  “No, it’s not too much,” I tell him. As I consent to what he wants, I realize the effect this has on me physically. To imagine myself mute for the rest of our scene makes all the sexual places in me clench in sensuous rhythms. The energy in me swells as he presses the ball in my mouth, shoving it deeply so my teeth sink into the rubber. The hefty thing opens me as widely at the mouth as a dildo would, or Joseph’s generous cock. Likely wider.


  Though I can’t scream, I find myself groaning behind the rubber in my mouth. This doesn’t seem to bother him, because he says no more about my being quiet. I can’t make enough noise now to be heard outside his door.


  “Love it, Clarise,” Joseph instructs me, as he then proceeds to work my pussy with his fingers. I am loving it. The aching in my labia increases the more I move, and with each move, I desire more. My cunt begins to spasm needfully, seeking with each one something bigger to squeeze against.


  I’m afraid I won’t be changing Joseph’s plans. He takes his time, and has much more to do. Feeling him thrust a dildo in my ass, my whole body jars; and when he traces the edge of his pocketknife over my ass, I’m about to cum.


  I was unaware until this moment just how much I trust him. To think, if he were a madman I could be dead in seconds. And that’s hardly the case, I know that. Even so, a small space of fearful excitement enters me as his knife blade slowly works its way about the physical treasures I hold so dear. If it should slip… but it won’t. Joseph is too careful, too controlled, and too in charge.


  I find myself relaxed, sweating, growing more excited and more anxious for his prick as the moments tick by. The increasing ache grows more demanding, and my vagina more restless. I finally sigh, thinking ecstasy is near when he penetrates me with this fingers. But still, it’s not enough.


  I protest, my movements frenetic. I want more.


  Joseph takes me to this needful pinnacle repeatedly—with the delicate knife, then the sting of his palm connecting with my pussy, then with the fingers toying at my opening. He backs off often, and I wonder if he’ll ever let me cum.


  When he finally pulls me off the table, he pushes me to a nearby couch and I sigh thankfully.


  I’m still on hands and knees, still open wide, still impaled by the dildo lodged inside my ass, still feeling the onerous weight of three clamps fiercely digging into my flesh. With his cock erect, pulled with efficient ease from inside his pants, Joseph finally enters me, taking himself on an earnest joyride—a long and robust one.


  I grunt and groan without much effect; though I’m sure he can tell by this strident music how much the ache, the fuck, and my pussy’s needs are all colliding within my small spaces. He seems to crash into his orgasm, raising a groan that has to be heard beyond his office walls. Somehow, that doesn’t seem to matter to him now.


  My cum follows, a curiously peaceful one as his fingers coax the flesh, triggering my end with their adroit manipulation.


  Ah, Joseph, you are heaven, I think the thought, but I cannot tell him.


  A stunning ache remains even after he removes the clamps, and I’m free of the gag, and his dildo lies inside a handkerchief.


  I lie now against his leather couch, Joseph sitting beside me, fully dressed with his cock neatly returned to his pants without a drop of cum soiling the fabric. I, on the other hand, remain naked, vibrating with pleasure, enjoying the leftover feelings as his hand grazes my cunt with its delicate touch. While he looks as perfectly put together as always, I’m feeling sticky juices creeping down the inside of my legs and smelling the pungent scent of myself waft toward my nose.


  “You look too perfect to have just done that to me,” I tell him.


  He laughs, allowing me to lick his cum-soaked fingers as he smiles warmly. I run them about my mouth teasingly as though I can’t stop having sex. I want more of him, alone, in moments like this one, loving me tenderly. After such excellent vulgarities, I’m openly seeking pieces of a good man’s soul, as anxious to find what’s in his hidden places as I am to have him screw me again. With Joseph, it’s becoming more important every time we are together.


  “Do you have any idea how I could go on with you?” he says in complete appreciation of me.


  “Yes. Yes, I do,” I offer him my best smirk.


  “You’re bottomless, Clarise.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “And I bet you are too.” I say that without revealing the secret behind my words—letting on what I’m really after. I wish that what he says meant a greater commitment. Unfortunately, all it suggests is more sex. Though we do keep crossing bridges.


  “The night of the 27th, you have it free?” he asks.


  “What day?”


  “Saturday.”


  “Sure. What for?”


  “A party—fancy cocktail party, in fact.”


  “Oh, my, you want to take me?”


  “Of course, and why not?”


  “Humm, I never thought sluts like me got to those kinds of things.”


  “Don’t kid yourself. Sluts come in all different packages, rich and practical ones.”


  “I suppose I’m the practical package,” I say with a frown. It doesn’t sound like much of a compliment.


  He chuckles at me.


  “I want to go, Joseph.” Right now, I’d leap on any opportunity to be with him—even if I don’t know the first thing about cocktail parties and how to act.


  “Good,” he says.


  He sees I’m pleased and we kiss for a while. Humm, maybe I was wrong. Maybe we’re further along than I thought. He’s always been better than Alan, more approachable than Henry, more reliable than Rico by a million miles and, while not as dreamy as Tony—which was never anything to hang on to in the first place, I love his blond hair and rapturous smile, when he’s smiling—even the tiny lines around his eyes, and every little thing he does to please me.


  



  

  Chapter Three


  


  I must be nervous the way I’m riding the bike so erratically. I can’t quite think straight, and it’s raining. The sidewalks and the street are slick. Where the oil rises on the fallen rain, iridescent puddles make deathtraps for my bicycle tires, so I have to concentrate. I have to. I have a dozen jobs this afternoon, and am meeting Joseph downtown to buy my dress for tomorrow night. There is way too much to do.


  A horn honks behind me, and I turn to see a truck gunning down the outside lane, so I hop the front tire onto the sidewalk. I’m almost at the tobacco shop, thankfully so, when something slips, and real time instantly disconnects. For what seems to be hours in my mind, everything is suspended above the earth, like me and my bicycle tire, and the handle bars, and even the rain has stopped mid-fall before taking its last five feet of air.


  My knee screams with pain. And then nothing.


  I awaken staring into Henry’s eyes. The depth of them has me mesmerized. There’s a cold cloth on my forehead covered by his large palm. His tenderness makes me feel as though I’m immersed in something thick and liquid. My befuddled brain swims for thoughts, but navigating through these senseless waters, there is nothing to cling to, and my mind swims on dazed.


  “You fell, Clarise,” Henry tells me.


  Now I’m recognizing things.


  “Fell where?” My voice sounds, but it’s not connected to me. I wonder if I’m floating, or talking in an empty space. But Henry hears me.


  “Outside the shop.”


  “And where am I?” I gaze around at the unfamiliar room, finding it so unexpected; I can’t process its curious contents and my own awakening at the same time.


  “My back room. You’re fine, Clarise. The spill was nasty, but there doesn’t seem to be any broken bones. We’ll check that later.”


  “I have to get going, I’m going to be late.”


  “No, you’re staying here.”


  I like him being firm with me, taking charge because I certainly don’t want to be right now. I wish I could sleep my eyes feel so droopy.


  “But what about my work?”


  “I’ve called. Someone should be here shortly to pick up your assignments. Besides, you can’t get on your bike today. It’s been damaged.”


  “Damaged,” I cry, trying to lift myself from the narrow bed where I lay.


  Henry pushes me down. “Don’t move. You’re not going anywhere until you’re completely conscious and we see if your bones are still intact. I haven’t ruled out the hospital.”


  “I have date.”


  “We’ll take care of that later. It’s just two o’clock.”


  Okay, so he has an answer for everything.


  I lie back, deciding to breathe deeply putting some air back in my lungs and pumping blood through my sluggish veins. I can even feel my toes. Good sign.


  I hear the shop bell tingle somewhere in the distance. Henry stands.


  “Don’t move!” He gives me a leveling kind of stare. Leaves me thinking I should salute him.


  “Yes, sir,” is all I say and he’s satisfied, moving out front to take care of his customer.


  Alone, my eyes start to appreciate my surroundings so I can make some sense out of what I see. The walls are lined with strips of leather. Funny shapes and sizes, and silver pieces and gold cords, which make no sense at all. I’m totally flustered wondering if I’ve just time traveled to another plane of being. I wish I could get up, walk out the door, and walk back in to see if the same melange of images confronts my battered eyes. I blink a dozen times, assuming that eventually I’ll wake up to reality. But after a dozen times, it appears that this is reality, and I simply need some explanation.


  I can’t gauge the time that passes, but I imagine it’s nearly twenty minutes before Henry returns. Before he does, I’m feeling my body so acutely that I’m almost tempted to hop up and get back to work. I have the feeling, however, that my rescuer might be pissed if I fail to do as he says. Sure, I can wait. He’s in charge, and I suppose I deserve the rest after the miserable spill I took.


  I try staying peaceful, I’m ready for the rest, but then, my mind reels away from these weird surroundings to the status of my handlebars, and how the hell am I going to get to my appointment with Joseph. Holding back my desire to panic is getting more difficult the longer I remain prone.


  Then, as though Henry’s reading my mind, he abruptly bolts through his swinging door.


  “Feeling better?” he asks.


  “A lot. I think I can get up.”


  He shakes his head. “Take it easy. A step at a time. You were out for nearly five minutes, we’re going to be careful.”


  “You are sweet. But I’m sure I am okay.”


  “Err on the side of caution, Clarise.”


  “I’m sure you’re right,” I agree easily, “You are so sane.”


  Henry chuckles knowing the inference I’m making about myself. As I watch the expression of his face, I become aware of the room again. Staring around, I ask what I am dying to know, “What is all this?”


  Henry stares with me at his leather-lined walls. “I make riding tack and harnesses.”


  After that announcement, I’m sure he sees the puzzled expression on my face. “Here in the city? Doesn’t seem like a very convenient place. What? You sell mail-order to riding stables?”


  “Not exactly,” he says. “These are human harnesses.”


  Now my eyes bug out, I must look like a fish searching for his next meal. “People?”


  “For a counterculture of fetish buffs.”


  “Really?” We stare at the walls again, and I find myself rising from the pallet. My bones just won’t stay inert a second longer. Henry doesn’t seem to care now, though he watches closely as I move to my feet, and stand, and then walk toward one leather-covered wall to inspect his handiwork. I’m a little sore, but the kinks seem to disappear as I shake the stiffness away. One wrist is particularly sore, but I can move it any way I choose, so I’m certain it’s not broken. My bruised right knee makes me limp slightly to avoid the pain and I worry about wearing high heels to Joseph’s cocktail party.


  “What are you thinking, Clarise?” Henry asks when I say nothing.


  “I don’t know, to be honest. This just surprises me.” I touch one leather piece and wince.


  “It’s not something I openly advertise.”


  “I guess not.”


  There are pictures on the wall of men and women dressed in Henry’s creations—I assume they are Henry’s. Except for the intricate design of leather straps they are naked and looking particularly lewd. “This is really crazy,” I finally say.


  Though I don’t report my physical response to what I see, it is very apparent to me. Everything in me is fluttering, with doors opening, thoughts expanding, and my body shuddering. I could go a hundred places with this in fantasy.


  No! I can’t get into this, I scold my over-sexed brain. I don’t have the time or stamina for it. I turn to Henry.


  “Guess you’re more than you appear.”


  “Guess I am,” he agrees.


  I breathe. I sigh. I feel my toes and fingers and decide I’m well. “How long have I been here?”


  “An hour.”


  “Bike still here?”


  “Mangled. Just inside the door.”


  “And my route?”


  “That’s been taken care of. That was Dana from your office that rang the bell outside. She took your messages, said to tell you not to worry. She has an easy afternoon.”


  And I’ll miss a visit with Alan. That’s probably okay, since I’m not sure I wanted to see him. He’ll like Dana. She’s slimmer and more normal than I am.


  My mind’s still hopping around pretty crazily. But I think I’m ready to leave. I’ll figure out what to do with my bike, then get back to the message center. Then, I’ll rest a bit for the remainder of the afternoon and meet Joseph at six for sexy clothes. I should be home by eight, unless, by some spectacular miracle Joseph takes me to dinner. Though, I think I’d faint if we put two nights together in a row.


  I walk through these hours only half inside my body. The rest of me is back in Henry’s shop with the smells of leather and tobacco still clinging to my nostrils. Every time I breathe, I’m thinking of those harnesses, wondering what the rest of that man’s life is like. I certainly had him figured wrong. And now, I’m yearning for him in a way I hadn’t before.


  I get my bike to the repair shop, rent another to get me through until this one is fixed, then head for work to account for my mishap. Pretty standard stuff except for another damned green paper in my box.


  Listen to yourself, it says. Now, that’s getting rather personal. I don’t want to listen. I don’t want to hear.


  I want to go shopping with my favorite lover, and forget Henry and his fucking hardware, and all the other men, and concentrate on getting inside Joseph’s pants tonight. I’m on a mission and I refuse to lose this one.


  


  ***


  


  Joseph is a darling, but he’s on a schedule when we meet at a small lady’s boutique. Tucked between two tall buildings, there’s only a small sign to bring customers to its door. Joseph says it stays in business by word of mouth; it doesn’t need street traffic.


  I feel special with his arm around me in a generous gesture of assumption—feeling as though I belong to him, and he’s telegraphing that fact to everyone with eyes. I never felt as though I really belonged to any of my lovers the way I belong to Joseph.


  He buys me a purple dress. I never wear purple, but this does look great on me. Cut deeply in the front and back, it’s slimming, short, sexy and sophisticated.


  “That’s it,” he informs the sales clerk with matter-of-fact directness once he makes his decision. “And shoes?” He moves brusquely toward a rack, pulling off a pair of silver sandals. “Size, Clarise?”


  “Seven.”


  Nodding to the clerk, Joseph strolls around the room impatiently waiting for her to return, while I remain a little nervous staring at him. He is a man of such contrasts—and some quixotic moves, which leave me a little frightened now. He was so charming as he led me in and now his agitation brews a bit anxiously.


  When the girl returns, she’s carrying my shoes.


  “Sure, they fit fine,” I’m glad to report as I try them on.


  They have a sexy strap around the ankle, and several more around the toes, while my heel is hardly supported at this height. I walk just a little uneasily, but gain some poise when I don’t fall.


  “They’ll do,” Joseph says. The twinge in my knees concerns me, but I don’t tell him so. “You’re going to look perfect.” He’s so sure of himself that some of my tension eases off. Once he completes the transaction, we walk from the shop with our purchases, me with a little more confidence than I had minutes before.


  “You know, I fell on my bike today.”


  “You did?”


  He stops looking at me a little alarmed. “You’re okay?”


  “Seem to be.”


  He questions that faltering response with his eyes.


  “I am, I really am.”


  “Clarise?” I guess he doesn’t want to believe me.


  “I’m fine. Bike’s broken, but that can be fixed.” I’m so close to telling him about the leather that I think the words might just spit out on their own. But then my control seems to drag them back with a very heavy hand. What would he think if I confessed the truth?


  As I figured would happen, Joseph returns me to the lobby of my apartment building in his typical gentlemanly way.


  “I’ll come for you about seven tomorrow evening,” he says.


  “If you can come at six we could have a drink first.”


  “Ah, Clarise, I wish I could, but I’m booked until six thirty.”


  “Sure. Then I’ll be wearing the purple dress and silver sandals when you buzz me. I’ll fly down as fast as my feet can get me here.”


  “Good girl. We’ll have fun tomorrow night.” He stands back and shakes his head. “You do look beautiful.”


  “I’m not even dressed for anything!” I exclaim.


  “You don’t have to be.”


  Sometimes I think he’s the best man in the universe. At least my personal universe.


  ***


  


  I’ve been at fancy receptions like this one, but mostly when I’m working. “Dressed to kill”—as Ziggy would say—the experience is quite different; though I still don’t believe that I belong here. Joseph eases some of my apprehensions just being close.


  We drink. We chat. I’m finding chatting easier than I expected. There are gushing ladies in all sorts of attire making inane conversation about all sorts of inane subjects. These are easy conversations to enter and exit, and after an hour and a half, I’m doing so like a pro. Though, I don’t think this is really me.


  “Having fun?” Joseph asks at one point.


  “This is pretty silly, isn’t it?”


  “Meaningful, no, but you get to dress up. And you look ravishing,” he says sincerely.


  “You can tell me that any time.”


  I’m feeling his hand on my ass a lot. Apparently he likes leading me around this way, as though that little pouch at the bottom of my behind provides him a handle perfect for keeping me under control. Energy from his fingers pours into me. Moments pass and I’m finding my body priming for real sex, although none is forecast, certainly not yet.


  “Patricia, it’s been six months,” Joseph is exclaiming happily as he embraces a bosomy woman with fire red hair and a smattering of freckles across her Irish nose. I can almost hear her trill her R’s, but when she speaks, she is totally American.


  “Joseph, you are sweet to see. And who’s this?” she turns to me.


  I want to dive into this woman, and apparently, I won’t have much trouble doing that, since she’s surrounding me with a great embrace as though we’ve known each other all our lives. There is no back to her dress, just as there is no back to mine, so that hugging her requires my bare hands on her naked flesh and hers on mine. The softness of her skin intrigues me. And smelling her is like falling into a meadow of flowers. I wonder what kind of perfumed lotions make her so easy to feel under my palms.


  When she pulls back, we don’t disconnect.


  “Can I have her?” she asks Joseph quite seriously—though there’s a twinkle of mischief in her eyes.


  I think it’s just a joke, but one my lover answers. “I don’t see why not.”


  “I mean it, darling,” she says insistently.


  “And so do I.” They both lift their eyebrows knowingly. “You don’t mind, do you, Clarise?”


  I’m a little daft by now. Sure, I could make many assumptions here, but I don’t dare. I figure letting the scene play along, the right conclusion will appear.


  Waving her goodbye, Joseph and I move through the crowd as if the conversation with Trisha doesn’t matter. And yet, her appearance has decidedly changed things. Joseph has more in mind now than being a social gadfly.


  A half-hour later, I’m on his arm, gliding up a staircase to the top of the mansion. The luscious redhead diva is in the hallway when we get there, whispering, “I’ve found a room.”


  Darting inside, it’s a regular bedroom, nothing fancy, no gold, or chrome, or satin and lace. Am I in another world again?


  Before I have this one figured out, I find myself with Tricia, focusing on the way her fingers painstakingly lift the shoulders of my dress away and inch the fabric down my arms. Undisclosed pieces of me appear before her seeking eyes. I await the feel of her tongue tasting the flesh of my breasts. I hadn’t realized how much I hunger for a woman, how the scent of her could raise my lust and attack me so profoundly.


  As she begins to kiss me, I look to Joseph wanting his confirmation.


  I see that he’s content to sit back in a chair, a hand resting on his crotch while he watches us caress, and then as we began to pull and tear, and clench, and finally fall on the bed where we shed our clothes. Her skin is that pale, white, freckled Irish white, while mine seems more earthy, a sensuous sort of tawny pale that contrasts hers. I think of Ziggy for a minute—since she’s the only woman I’ve really played with on a regular basis. Though Tricia tastes different than the slight Ziggy, there is the same female essence burgeoning from her that I enjoy when I’m with my best friend. For a moment, I simply want to crawl inside these arms and thighs and be held; and being held, be stroked by a woman’s sense of gentleness.


  And yet, Tricia has more in mind for me. As we move, I’m hovering over her cunt, while her long nails tenaciously grip my ass, and pull my crotch into her eager face. Her mouth clutches at my pubis with more fire and bite than I would expect of a woman. I am loving this—as much as I love licking her smart-smelling places. There’s such a lovely nest of pinkish curls above her pubis, and smooth, clean skin below where she’s closely shaved. I feel her shiver what seems to be a dozen times, and wonder if she’s climaxing that often, or just building to her end. My finish will take some time, though the gestation grows by leaps and jolts. Feeling raw and undefined, my pussy expands, asking for more from each touch of tongue and mouth.


  As if Joseph hears my crotch calling to him, he’s suddenly focused there, so I have two pleasuring me. The end does not take but seconds now. I’m starting to scream, forgetting that I might want to remain subdued in this stately house. But I can’t now. I’m on my back, Joseph massaging my breasts; my crotch still impaled on Tricia’s face.


  It ends blissfully with my anxious exclamations, “Ahhhhhhhhhh, yeessss, pleeeeese.” That’s my last cry before my body does the screaming, becoming tensed, tight, then relaxing, until it drifts in a sensuous letting go.


  Once we’ve rested, we turn the tables on our male lover and become his slaves. Every man’s fantasy is two women servicing one lusty prick, and this is Joseph’s dream as well. I kiss his lips, she the tip of his penis—lovingly, then coyly. Then moving downward, Tricia cups his scrotum while her finger works his anus. I move downward too, to drown myself within his stalk. I want to laugh as his curly pubic hair tickles my nose while I bob up and down on his prick. Hard, handsome, perfectly formed, arching slight to his stomach, the spear needs me now, and it’s my moment to control.


  I squeeze it, jerk it meanly, and then taste his sweet precum on my lips. Tricia, looking up to see the mirthful expression on my face, joins me in the final moments before he shoots, then as he tenses every muscle, opens his mouth to scream, and finally spurts thick cords of white that paint our pretty faces.


  Joseph’s spaced out, and so is Tricia. I’d be in that sort of nothingness too, if it weren’t for my afternoon in the tobacco shop. Unbidden, the images of the leather room return and reshape themselves as I imagine Tricia in a leather harness. And then, even more remarkably, I see myself trapped inside a suit of tugging straps, as if that leather could harness my sexual power.


  “Ah, Joseph, where did you find her?” the bubbly lady breaks the quiet with her sighing remark.


  “On a bike, delivering me messages,” he replies.


  “I knew it. Anyone so eager couldn’t be living in my world.”


  Her world? I wonder what that is. But I don’t ask. Joseph will tell me later.


  There is no question about what will happen next. Some minutes after our breathing returns to normal, and the reality of our clandestine tryst registers with a titter of embarrassment, the brash redheaded flirt hops from bed.


  “Gotta go, darlings,” she says. She bends to give me a mouthy wet kiss, and one last taste of her right pink tit. Then, back in her dress, she slips on her shoes and breezily takes off, tossing her red hair behind her, leaving Joseph and I to ponder the meaning of the last half hour—or screw again.


  We lie here silently for so long, I finally have to blurt out, “Who is she?”


  “Trish? She’s the executor of a philanthropic trust fund. Worth millions. In control of millions more. She’s also the best slut in town,” he pauses to see if I’m noting the comment, “next to you, of course.”


  “Of course. And I’m the girl who brings you sandwiches when you’re too busy to get them yourself, and takes your shoes to be shined, and runs up to your office with a kiss and a fuck, and a fresh cup of Starbuck’s almond mocha.”


  “Hey,” he looks down at me; “you do far more important things than that.”


  “I know.” I’m satisfied that I do, but I wonder if Joseph is.


  Been a good night, I think. But I can’t let it go without a final and ambiguous comment. “What do you think about leather?” After I spit that out, I sit back to see how he responds.


  “Leather? What do you mean leather?”


  “In general.”


  “Like leather clothes? Skirts? Or are you thinking of something else?”


  “In general.”


  He’s still baffled. “I love the way it smells,” he finally say.


  “So do I.”


  



  

  Chapter Four


  


  A week after my nasty spill in front of the tobacco shop, I have my bike back. Thank the lord—that loaner was a real pain in the butt—seriously a pain in the butt. The seat was all wrong for my personal padding. Having my own personally molded seat under my ass, I seem to float about the city as I ride. Almost feels as though I’m riding three feet in the air. Seeing blue sky and sun above me adds to my euphoria. The air is clean and so is my mind.


  For a week, I’ve suffered with my thoughts. With the nagging feeling that something or someone is tugging at me, threatening to drag me into a dark abyss where strange bogeymen lurk. The nameless place badgers me to define it, and I can’t; but I’m sure it smells of leather, and tastes the way the earth tastes at the pregnant apex of spring.


  I got another green paper midway through the week. This one was taped to my bike while it was locked to a post in front of the Merchant building. In the time it took me to run up a flight of stairs and deliver the contents of my satchel to a bald-headed, bearded fellow in a jogging suit, the little missal appeared to give me that queasy feeling of uneasiness; the sense that someone was staring at my back, though when I turned around to catch him in the act, I found nothing but a lot of empty air.


  “Go to the place of your fondest happiness.”


  When I finally locked up my bike for the night behind the chain link fence in the basement, I was convinced that I had to see an end to these messages.


  Quit hiding.


  Take fewer chances with yourself.


  Reach for the other half of yourself, you’ll find it.


  Some delusions kill.


  Patience, Clarise. Frustration leads to foolishness.


  You’re not getting what you need. Take your time.


  Listen to yourself.


  Go to the place of your fondest happiness.


  I gathered them all in my city-sooted hands, and while drinking a beer, pawed over them for several minutes until they made me so furious that I tore through a kitchen drawer for a cigarette lighter. Finding it, I threw all eight papers into a metal mixing bowl and set them on fire.


  I watched the tiny blaze leap almost as high as the cabinet above it, then as it immediately smothered itself and the green papers turned black around the edges, shriveling like old men. Finally the writing disappeared and the contents of the bowl vanished into grey ash and I was satisfied.


  “I don’t care if you come back,” I declared aloud. “I’m free of you.”


  Now, three days later, the effect of that act seems to have really sunk in and I’m not feeling a pall around my life. I’ve also made a decision about the leather, and that’s why I’m back at the tobacco shop to see Henry.


  There are several people in the shop when I walk inside, though Henry takes the time to wave at me and smile. While he continues with his customers, I stroll about, my crotch feeling dangerously inspired by what I’m about to ask him. I can’t believe I hadn’t thought of this before, but then, I’ve only had a week with this new reckless information. Considering that, I think I’ve processed myself through my desires rather rapidly and come to a satisfactory conclusion.


  As Henry goes about his business, I’m coquettishly teasing him—batting eyelashes, flicking my loose hair with my hand, and twirling a curl over the end of one finger while I smirk. Occasionally I lick my lips, or hold my tongue coyly between my teeth, while my head cocks childishly. I’ve never been like this with him before, but since I plan to share intimate secrets today, I’m emboldened to flirt as though I’m asking him to bed. The substantial quality he manifests so plainly has seemed to spur this lust. And of course, his leather just clinched things, once I figured out the erotic nature of my response. Getting rid of the notes seems to have clarified my life. That makes no sense, but it has. I won’t let them haunt me.


  When Henry’s free, I bounce up to the counter, tossing my hair back over my shoulder.


  “Wanted to thank you for rescuing me last week.”


  “My pleasure,” he says with a broad smile. There’s even a sexy twinkle in his eyes. I think it’s his way of flirting back.


  “And…” my body twists a bit self-consciously. I cock my head again cutely, because I am a little embarrassed to be requesting this, “I want you to make me a harness.”


  “You do?”


  I’m surprised he’s not more shocked.


  “Yes, I do.”


  “And what brought this on?”


  My eyes float about the room, as though I just can’t quite look him in the eye. Then I bite my lip before I answer, “Just seeing your leather got all sorts of things stirred up in me.”


  “I can see you’re serious.” I think he’s actually mocking me with that remark.


  “Henry, I am serious. You have no idea…”


  “No, I probably do have a very good idea.”


  “Then what do I need to do? Do you measure me?”


  “If I were going to make you a harness, that’s how I’d start.”


  “So, when do you suppose…” He’s just not picking up on any of this, and I’m a little frustrated.


  “When is probably a good question, Clarise. The fact is, I can’t make you a harness.”


  “What? But that’s what you said you did. Isn’t there a room back there filled with all sorts of stuff for …”


  “Yes, it’s there. But this isn’t something I do on demand. It’s part of a larger context, and I don’t think you really understand that.”


  “No, I guess I don’t. But what am I missing?” I’m shocked. Baffled as I can be. Thinking what kind of businessman is he? And wondering mostly, why I don’t meet whatever qualifications he has.


  A customer walks through his door at just that instant, arresting his reply.


  “We need to talk about this, but not here,” he tells me.


  “Then where?” I’m really getting mad.


  He checks his watch. “We can have a beer at The Watering Hole. About seven, after I close the shop. You know where it is?”


  “Yeah, just down the street.” I’m so deflated I don’t know what more to say, and I can barely move.


  Seeing my hesitation, Henry finally says, leveling me with an incisive stare, “Leave your questions for later, and get back to work.”


  I feel like I’m on orders. He’s boldly moved in to take command of me, since I’ve obviously faltered in my disappointment.


  “Now, get going.” I’ve stood too long and he has pipes to sell to a gnarled old gentleman who’s been eyeing me with a whimsical expression—as though he knows exactly what’s been taking place between Henry and me.


  The sky doesn’t seem as blue nor the sun as warm when I pedal away. Three hours to wait. A mysterious refusal. And still, my belly is gnawing annoyingly. Maybe I have to pass some test before I can have my harness, and that unforeseen circumstance only stimulates my desire more. Why does the world have to complicate things? Why does Henry have to come on like steel? I only wanted that leather to satisfy a longing, to wear at night after work, or maybe under my clothes during the day. Seems like a simple matter I could just throw off for other sexual adventures. But the thought of confinement by leather has settled in me so strongly, I can’t let it go; and now, it’s more of an obsession than ever—albeit an innocent and truly harmless one.


  The Watering Hole is filled with smoke and laughter as I enter the dingy place. I have always liked it, though. Blinking neon beer signs and garish bar mirrors cover the walls, and along one entire side, a cluttered disorder of liquor bottles glitters against the polished wood and brass of the antique bar. A few nights, a year or two ago, when I was feeling depressed about my failed love-life, I sat here alone just studying the carved scrollwork, realizing that some real person painstakingly etched the mahogany in swirling patterns with sharp tools. He would have had careful hands.


  It’s five past seven, and Henry’s already in the back booth cradling a beer bottle inside his palm. I stop, stare at him deliberately. He’s staring at me with the same thoroughness. I wonder what he’s thinking behind his grey eyes.


  “Sit down, Clarise,” he orders as I saunter toward him haughtily.


  “I’m pissed,” I tell him outright.


  “Why’s that?”


  “That you put me off for no good reason.”


  “I put you off?”


  “You won’t make the harness,” I remind him.


  “My business is selling tobacco,” he informs me as though I don’t already know that. “Working leather is an avocation, a diversion with greater meaning than just designing odd body wear for people who think they have a fascination for it. I don’t care what happens to the tobacco I sell.” He humphs. “Though, I’m actually getting a conscience about it these days, all the bad press. But regardless of that, I provide something people want and it’s up to them how they use it. The leather is different. I care where it’s going, who’s wearing it, and why. I know that might not make sense to you, but that doesn’t really matter. It matters to me.”


  “So, I’m still missing your meaning. You know me, and that isn’t enough of a recommendation for you?”


  “No. It’s not.” He takes a long drink of his beer, sets the empty bottle down, and motions to the waitress. We sit silently until she returns with two more bottles, one for him and my first. Then he starts in again, as though he never stopped. “I’m commissioned by sexual masters to make leather gear for their submissives. A submissive doesn’t seek this sort of thing on their own. In the world of S&M that’s not a submissive act.”


  “But if I had a master?”


  “And he wanted you to have a harness, then yes.”


  “And because I don’t, I’m out of luck.”


  “You can order one out of a catalogue.”


  “But you won’t make me one?”


  “No.”


  I consider this news for a moment, wondering my way around the dilemma. Unsure. Afraid. Yes, afraid. As though something that’s already mine, which is precious to me, has been stripped and I’ve been left without.


  “Do you have any idea what this does to me?” I think my voice is sounding shrill.


  “Probably. Desires don’t like being denied. But at the moment, I can’t help you. Unless, you have a sexual dominant lurking somewhere in your life who wants you to have the leather.”


  I think of Joseph. He’s certainly a candidate. But we don’t seem to be that far along.


  “I should never have crashed my bike.”


  “You’re probably right about that.”


  “And you should never have taken me into that room.” I level that one like an accusation, complete with fire spitting from my eyes.


  Henry’s laughing. “And you think you’re a submissive woman, Clarise?”


  I can’t quite answer. I know he’s mocking me, and I don’t want to look foolish in his eyes. This is all so off-the-wall, out-of-the-blue-sky crazy. I didn’t ask for these feelings, they are in me naturally—and much more than I’ve ever admitted to myself. Being denied only makes it worse.


  “Honestly, Clarise? You fantasize about such things?”


  “It’s how I have sex, Henry. I’m always submitting. I give men what they ask of me and that seems natural.”


  “And why the leather?”


  “I don’t know. Because it’s fun and mysterious, and it turns me on. What other reason would there be?”


  “You have reason enough. And there are all kinds of places where you can get a harness. Even several shops in the city.”


  “But not from you.”


  “Not from me, at least not now.”


  “Then why did you put me in that room?”


  He shrugs. “It was there, and you needed some place to lie down. And I didn’t think you’d get too freaked. Seems, though, it’s worked it’s way inside you. And from that point of view it looks as though the whole scene might have been divinely inspired.”


  “Does me no good if I can’t do anything about it,” I say, lacing my words with sarcasm.


  He ignores me.


  “So, do you have submissive women hiding in your closets?”


  “Yes. Two.”


  I’m so shocked I don’t know what to say, since I hadn’t imagined him with any woman.


  “One at home and one I love.”


  “Really? You better explain that one.”


  “For the last ten years I’ve regularly kept women with me who want to be trained. But it’s for training alone, serves my purpose and theirs, but these women aren’t permanent fixtures in my life, and they are hardly relationships.”


  “I want to be some man’s permanent fixture, Henry. I fuck around now, but I want just one man.”


  “Then this is good timing. You find out what you really need, then things come to you. If you’re fuzzy, that’s about all you’ll get. Let it happen, Clarise. If you’re a submissive you don’t take charge.”


  “So, what about this woman you love?”


  Perhaps it’s a sheepish smirk I see in the middle of his patient calm. As though he’s embarrassed to admit he hasn’t fully conquered her. “She’s confused,” he said. “Sometimes she’s ready for me, and other times, she’s not. Because I love her, I let her have lots of rope.” He turns the pun with a cute twist and I smile.


  “Well,” I’m sighing, “the knot in my stomach is gone. But what’s between my legs is not. You really threw me with this one, Henry.”


  “I wish I could help you, Clarise.”


  “Even if I beg, you won’t… kneel at your feet and plead my case—submissively?” I’m such a terrific actress, but not good enough this time. Henry only laughs.


  I am wanting him more than I ever thought I would, more than Rico and Alan and Tony, and the string of others before them, and maybe even more than Joseph, but that confession I’m not ready to make to him. I’m not sure he’d really welcome it.


  



  

  Chapter Five


  


  I can’t get to Joseph for days—which has me painfully frustrated. When I get an assignment for the publishing house, I’m almost elated, trying to twist my thoughts about Alan into the appropriate package of leather-clad male dominant. He’d work, I assure myself. And yet, the second I step into his office, and find myself captured by his lusty charm, I’m running his bases and not my own.


  “Been awhile?” he says letting his smirk stir the lust I have avoided. “Have you time to stay?”


  “I always have time for you, hon,” I declare as I swagger unsubmissively toward him. His desk is piled high with manuscripts. I’ve imagined clearing it with one sweep of my arm in a sitcom sort of fashion, then lying back with my legs parted making him eat me out until my whole crotch is shining wet from his efforts.


  That doesn’t happen today, but that is the spirit in which we fuck—at least at the start. While I rub my crotch along his thigh teasingly; and with his head in my hands, I kiss away the scent of mint from his breath.


  “I should like you better than the rest, Clarise,” he whispers just before his lips engage.


  “And why don’t you?”


  “Hum, just can’t settle for one.”


  “We’re a lot alike.”


  He nods agreeing, then goes after me—overwhelming me with power I can’t contest.


  “Knees, Clarise,” he says pushing me downward. “And take off your sweater.”


  Alan’s out of his pants almost as quickly as I am out of my sweater.


  “Put this on,” is my next order.


  I’m puzzled at first, until I understand what lies across the palm of his hand. “Goes around my dick and balls,” he explains. My eyes light with fascinated wonder as I stare at the slim strip of leather he holds gingerly waiting for me to comprehend.


  “Snap on?” I look up wonderingly.


  He nods.


  “Ooo, this is fun.”


  I can almost see his cock grow in inches as I draw the leather under his scrotum and then, pulling up, snap the ends together over the base of his cock. Seems awfully tight.


  “Hurt?”


  “Not at all,” he moans with pleasure.


  “Oh, you’re as nasty as I am, darling.”


  “Play with it, Clarise,” he says; and demanding my attention, he guides me with a heavy hand at the back of my head.


  We work his feral cock in tandem. The more he strokes, the more I suck, the more my hands skirt about his balls, and my fingers dive into the crevice between his legs. His cock gains girth and length with the pressure from the strap, turning his meat purple as it fills with blood—thick, pulsing, so manly, it’s almost offensive to the eye. His skin is smooth and tight as his erection expands larger than I’ve ever seen it. The great thing grows until I’m sure it’s going to explode.


  He hits my cheek with the head when my mouth pulls away, so I’m forced back on the throbbing muscle, working it with my lips until I taste him about to erupt.


  My crotch aches for him, my emptiness swelling as decidedly as his desire.


  “Alan, please!” I need more.


  Moving up on him, I’m ready to throw everything off his desk and climb on. But anticipating my move, he drags me to my feet and tosses me belly down over the edge instead. My legs are wide, my cunt dripping, and dripping more still as he hammers his fat thing into places I’m sure he’s never been.


  He explodes on me and around me; then seizes me, bringing me into his arms while I’m still impaled by his spurting organ. Here I find myself let go, letting everything around me slide—seeing, hearing, tasting nothing except the feel of my skin and my captured cunt, and the way he hurts me from the inside out. I’m made happier than I’ve been since Henry denied me. It’s good enough for now, but will never do forever. Alan got his leather, and I’m still pissed about my own.


  “Amazing what a little leather will do,” he smiles happily as he withdraws.


  “Yes, amazing.” I’ve sunk limply into a side chair, while Alan’s undoing the strap so his fat prick finally recedes to normal. “I never would have known.” Apparently, he doesn’t catch the sarcasm behind my comment.


  I sigh, wishing we were in bed, curled up side by side in each other’s arms. Then, I’d tell him what I’m thinking. How my obsession eats away at me a little each day I don’t have a chance to express that darkness.


  “Where are you at, Clarise?”


  “Oh, where I go when sex is over.”


  He looks suspicious of my mood. “You’re not happy, are you?”


  “I’m not unhappy, just unfulfilled.”


  “What? Didn’t you…”


  “No, it’s not that. The cum was great, really great.” I have to assure him, but I’m pissed at myself for starting this conversation. “I’m sorry. I’m wanting things that don’t happen.”


  “Like what?”


  My thoughts fast forward at a reckless clip, inserting Alan inside the pictures that have been the sole province of Henry and Joseph in my imagination.


  “I think it’s more like love I’m looking for, and I don’t think you can help me there.”


  “Hey, Clarise,” he offers me a wistful smile that’s actually quite kind. This is embarrassing him. Men with sexual prowess don’t like inadequacies pointed out, especially when they aren’t equipped to fix the problem. Alan’s not equipped enough in the emotional development department to go where I need to go. Perhaps one beguiling night of playful sadomasochism—and maybe I should suggest that… no, this isn’t an easy passion, and I won’t settle for half my dream.


  “It’s okay, Alan.” I bounce up from the chair, give him a kiss, and grabbing for my sweater, toss it over my head. “I like your toy.”


  “Do you?” He’s a little nonplussed, and certainly unsure of me.


  “Yeah, I do. Not that you needed to get any fatter, hon. But it sure felt good.”


  Yeah, my cum was reasonable, and my cunt is pretty sore now that it’s over. But it seems as though regular sex is just going to pale in comparison until I can get the rest of me satisfied.


  


  ***


  


  When I do see Joseph again, I’m scared to tell him what I want. He has so little time for me, and when he does have time, he dictates what happens and I go along like an eager puppy. For me to interject my own fantasy into our small reality seems like a breach of proper etiquette—as though it might destroy the weird magic of our meetings.


  Thursday noon, I’m in his office. I’ve just delivered him cigars from Henry and a ham sandwich from the deli down the street. (I called him personally because I was arriving around lunchtime and I didn’t want to miss him.) He ordered the sandwich, suggested that we eat in his office, and appeared glad I’d be coming by.


  While he devours his ham on rye, I’m munching on a salad.


  “You won’t gain weight on that,” he notes.


  “I’m trying to lose a few pounds.”


  “Do that, and I’ll spank you,” he blurts out with a jolly grin.


  “Really?”


  “In the figurative sense,” he explains. “You don’t need to lose a pound.”


  “But…” I grab the little roll of fat on my side.


  “Clarise!” He almost snaps. “Don’t change yourself, certainly not for me. I wouldn’t have you around if you turned into a beanpole.”


  “How come you always say the best things.” I do my best to seduce him with my eyes—which usually works.


  But he looks my way regretfully, and sighs, “I’m sorry, but I have a meeting in ten minutes.”


  I am sure my face is etched with disappointment, and he seems to consider my plight while I wait hopefully.


  “We can arrange a weekend, Clarise. One soon. I’ll take you to the country, perhaps.”


  “Sure.”


  I wish this didn’t feel like such an empty promise made to put a smile on my face. But I take it well, hopefully; thinking maybe there’s some truth to it. He can be so kind, so affectionate, and at the same time spurn me as though I only matter for the very instant that I’m with him, and easily forgotten otherwise. A pretty afterthought.


  Another note arrives this afternoon.


  “You’re getting closer, aren’t you?” Comes in my mailbox, mixed with several letters and bills. The lightweight green paper almost floats away without my noticing, until I look down at my feet and see the smudged paper trapped under the toe of my shoe.


  My whole body clenches with a spasm so aggravating that I can’t avoid the sexual implications.


  “Who the hell is he?” I question the unanswering air surprised to hear a reply.


  “Clarise?” It’s Miss Hopkins, my landlady. “Is there a problem?” She’s ambling up the basement stairs, rolling her out-of-joint hip as she limps to the top. Her old nails dig into the banister as she clutches it tightly with her gnarled fingers.


  “There hasn’t been anyone around, unusual, fooling with my mailbox?” I ask.


  “Not that I’ve seen.” She’s finally smiling with her physical travail eased. “Something missing?”


  “No, like something’s been added.”


  “Tampering is against the law, you know.” She’s a sweet, pudgy woman with a busybody mentality, who will tell me if she saw anything.


  “Yes, I know. I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  I take my message upstairs and stab it through the spindle on my desk—where the others were, where they still remain in absentia as though I never torched them, or watched them burn—when I erroneously assumed I was free of them.


  Quit hiding… delusions kill… patience… Clarise, patience, Clarise… Frustration leads to foolishness… delusions kill… listen to yourself…your fondest happiness…you’ll find it, Clarise …


  What the hell does all this mean? Why have I been plagued by this annoying jester—and does he jest, or is the bite I feel between my legs supposed to tell me this is real. Closer … closer to what?


  I thumb through several leather catalogues I impulsively ordered when Henry turned me down. How apropos that they should land in my mailbox the very day I get my next green message.


  Seeing the gleaming vinyl and leather, the leggy models tucked inside these odd harnesses, the add-ons: dildos, crotch straps and thick smooth collars, studded with silver bullets, I’m back in Henry’s shop again with shock-waves of reality hitting hard at my temples where blood is throbbing in my head as furiously as it’s throbbing inside my slippery cunt.


  I wish the slick pages had the feel of leather, the smell of animal hide, the darkness of the earth from which this leather had its origins. This seems so plastic locked inside the slick pages. The cheapest one is fifty bucks—that I can afford; but of course it’s not the one that lures me. I like the one that’s made of gold and black—with braided pieces carefully formed to emphasize the breast and buttocks, and the cunt below. I’d want my cunt uncovered, so that everything can be crudely exposed, so I can be played with, so a master’s fingers can pinch me until I shriek.


  One strung up bitch in the sleaziest of the three catalogues has her nipples clamped with gold cones, her pink tips peaking through. She wears an odd brassiere, which rounds her tits, pulling them high and tight on her chest; while her torso and hips are locked inside a framework of leather digging into her skin so I suspect there is no way she can move—at least not comfortably. I wonder if there’s a dildo in her ass, but the picture doesn’t afford me that view.


  Regardless of these plastic poses of expressionless bodies, the sight of them tickles my crotch the way lips do as they dart about my clit. A relentless grinding inside my belly replaces any sense of peace I’ve had. I can’t forget Henry after this, and his black leather room, and the discussion we had in The Watering Hole over beer and pretzels. What he said about masters buying leather for their submissives—that’s become part of the obsession now. I have no master. There is nothing I can do for myself. Thinking submissively, I can’t ask or beg or manipulate my way into a leather harness. I can’t suggest, or that would be controlling. I can’t be anything but surrendering.


  How do I surrender to a phantom? Where do I begin, or do I begin at all? I’m so used to taking action in my sex life, and this is so supremely opposite that I’m adrift on a restless sea of questions.


  It gets harder to go to Henry’s tobacco shop every time my job sends me there. Twice in two weeks I defer the assignment to Peggy, who’d run in terror at the first glimpse of Henry’s back room. The third time the cigar assignment arrives in my box, I have no one to trade with so I have to go. It’s not that I don’t want to see Henry; it’s what Henry means, what’s in his head, and what he now knows about me that’s embarrassing to admit.


  I know he won’t say a word about our conversation unless I speak first, and perhaps that’s even worse. I used to think of him so fondly, as though I might seriously seduce him. But look what he’s done with his talk of leather, and his rules, and the women whom he masters!


  It seems a like routine pick-up when I arrive at his shop. I’ve probably obsessed on this moment too much. He nods at me when I walk through the door, and moves to his back shelf for the wrapped package waiting for me. As usual, the fresh smell of unsmoked tobacco gets in my nostrils like incense. Ingesting it in my system, it spurs erotic feelings already leap-frogging through my shaking form. I hope he can’t see my trepidation. It seems so obvious to me.


  Handing me the package, he smiles. “Nice day, Clarise.”


  “Sure is. Great for riding.” The phone rings and he has to answer, while I stand there wondering whether I should wait, or chat, or take off. No. I’m telling myself, patiently. Henry’s still a friend. We can get beyond the leather and back to what we liked about each other before. Funny though, the mystery behind our relationship doesn’t have the same power to capture my attention as it did before that conversation. I know Henry’s secrets and he knows mine.


  As I wait, Henry speaks confidentially, in a low voice, while moving away from me with the phone dangling like a tail behind him. He shuffles six feet to the side, leaving me to my roving eyes, which are suddenly thunderstruck by a notepad sitting squarely, dead center in the middle of this desk.


  Green. Plain green, square sheets. Square sheets that fold into cryptic notes that tuck into mailboxes that bear messages.


  At first, I’m frozen, then I split a second later. The bastard’s sending me notes. What else can I conclude? So I’m off, bell tinkling behind me. Grabbing my bike from the rack, I’m headed downtown with the cigars for his fat-cat buyer.


  My head pounds, drumming out all the street noise and even my thoughts. Why? They started months ago when he hardly knew me? What has he to gain sending me reeling off my rocker? Look what the madman’s given me in grief!


  It’s not a pretty sight inside my head as I complete the rounds for the day. After work, I hole up in my apartment nursing a stale beer inside my fist, obsessively pawing through the leather catalogues as though they have an answer.


  I decide to confront him. But by then, I’ve had four beers and I’m pretty drunk. Ziggy arrives and I try to explain the situation.


  “So, tell him you know,” she says flatly.


  That’s exactly what I’ve decided.


  “But what if it isn’t him? What if those are just little green papers, like a million other little green note pads sitting on desks all over this city?”


  “Is that what you really believe? He’s the same man who brought you into his leather playpen when you fell from your bike. Is it him, or not?” she asks. She peers at me as if I should know. It’s a little game we play—trying to intuitively discern the truth. Sometimes it feels like a guessing game and I’m all wrong. At other times the answer seems so obvious, it’s almost silly to consider the question. This time I’m sure.


  “So, I’ll confront him,” I say defiantly.


  “Good, girl.”


  There’s triumph in my voice. But once we eat dinner and Ziggy leaves my apartment, I’m in a muddle again.


  



  

  Chapter Six


  


  I’m fixated on Henry and I need to know more.


  Since Rico knows everything in the neighborhood, I start there, in his nightclub late on a Friday night, dressed in my short, leather miniskirt and a fresh white tee shirt.


  “Clarise, what breasts!” I hear his explanation and turn to see him with his hips dancing sexually as he saunters toward me. Plopping himself in a chair in front of me, his big broad grin is plastered on his handsome Italian features, while his eyes look ravenous enough to eat me. “So, have you seen Tony?”


  “No, have you?”


  He shakes his head. “He was in love with you, hon. Shouldn’t have let that one go.”


  “Well, you could have fooled me. Liked my cunt, I’m sure.”


  In the back of my mind, I’m dwelling on the idea of Tony loving me. Just to think of that hunk is quite a rush. But I really can’t believe anything Rico says, no matter how good it sounds. More than likely, he wants to set us up again. I remember the sandwich fuck, knowing Rico would do it again without so much as a minute’s mental quandary. And I think I’d do it too, if he offered. I haven’t had a good quick fuck since Alan. Apparently Joseph’s out of the country—and Henry, well, we’re at a standoff.


  “What do you know about Henry at the tobacco shop?” I ask once the blaring music dies away and he can hear me speak.


  “Not much. Rumors, maybe.”


  “What kind of rumors?”


  He looks a little flustered, as though he can’t remember what he’s heard. But he does remember a tidbit of information that could be useful.


  “Is it him you want?” he asks before he reveals anything.


  “Something wrong with him?”


  “Just not your type.”


  “Maybe not, but what do you know?”


  He shrugs thinking this is a waste of time, but he’ll do anything I want. “He came in here once a couple of years ago looking for one of my waitresses. Real gentleman. Sat for a while, ordered a drink and watched the dancers. He was real cool, but Janine almost wet her pants just seeing him here. I suppose she was his girlfriend though they were as odd a couple as the two of you would be. I thought she was going to die to have to face him. She blushed as though she’d just been stripped naked. Never seen her eyes so wide with fear. She was afraid.” He shook his head, apparently still baffled by the incident. “Took him two minutes to have her off the floor and on her way home.”


  “Did you see her again?”


  “Just to turn in her uniform.”


  “That’s all, no explanations?”


  “She said she owed him more than she owed me. Almost made me wonder if he were her pimp. But that’s not Henry. No, it was something else. One of my girls said it was a different kind of sexual arrangement. But no one understood what that meant. There was talk about a contract and rules she needed to follow. But I sure as hell couldn’t figure it out.”


  Rico looks at me suspiciously, though I’m silent for a while.


  “You think she’s still his girlfriend?” I finally ask.


  “I’m sure she’s not. Kelly—works second shift—knows her pretty well. Janine’s almost married to some other guy who’s apparently as controlling as Henry.” I see Rico’s expression change as though the truth is suddenly becoming clear to him. “You don’t mean you’re after that?” he asks.


  “After what?” I answer innocently.


  “Whips, chains …”


  “I’m after leather,” I say teasingly, leaning forward so I can stroke his smooth jaw. “Wrap your belt around my wrists and screw me.”


  “I’d be more than happy.”


  I think he would, the way he’s trying to peer inside my low cut tee. The pretty lace push-up bra has my tits right at the apex, wriggling merrily, so that the more I move, the more his eyes follow every jiggle and twist.


  “You know where he lives?” I ask.


  “You mean Henry? Damn, Clarise, are you obsessed?”


  “I suppose I am. Do you know?”


  “Flat on Sixth Street, if he’s still there. I only know that because it’s where I sent Janine’s last check.”


  That’s all I want. And at that point, I’m ready to leave the nightclub. Not to hurt Rico’s feelings, I wait until he’s otherwise preoccupied, then slip out the door and into the night.


  Henry’s apartment is just four blocks away. I don’t know the address, but Rico named the cross streets, so I figure I can do the rest on my own.


  I start with the even numbered apartments on the left side of the street. Getting as far as the mailboxes is all that’s necessary. At the second building, I find what I want. This is too damned easy, as though someone is leading me right to everything I want. I squeal happily seeing Henry Thornton’s name etched on mail-slot number seven. Second floor apartment on the front. This is sly and detestable, and thoroughly invigorating.


  While I’m scouting out my info I don’t even think about what I’d say if I suddenly ran into him. I listen at his door, wondering if I’m crazy, but anxious for some sign of life on the other side. Hearing nothing, and waiting nearly five minutes in the empty hallway, I finally retreat, taking the stairs quickly, now worried that I might be caught.


  Considering that it’s a warm night, I decide to stay for a while and wait in the shadows of the building next door. This is too good a feeling to let go as my body pulses with the pleasure it seeks, seeking him. I’m unsure what I’m waiting for, but know that something will happen very soon.


  I trust my instincts and I trust my passions—especially now, since I have this one figured out and I can act on it. I want to know his women, I want to know him. I want most to understand everything I’m feeling and why.


  At midnight, a taxi drops off a woman in front of Henry’s apartment house. I stick to the shadows, but can make out enough of her face to distinguish it in the daylight. White, tempered and sensuous, but not especially pretty. Her blonde hair is a recognizable giveaway should I see her by day, plaited in a French braid, which runs down her back to the arch of her spine as it dips toward her ass. As she gracefully ascends the stairs, I admire the birdlike quality of her bearing, and the demure expression. Thinking submissively I wonder if her acquiescent manner isn’t the sort of thing that Henry seeks, or seeks to train into the women he masters. I don’t even consider that she might be headed somewhere besides Henry’s flat; and find it no surprise when I see the lights go on in the front room of #7. Moments later, I see the silhouette of the same birdlike creature move against the pulled shade.


  I am startled when the shades go up and her glorious figure appears as though she were an apparition rising out of the dim light behind her. I can just barely see her outline as she looks into the street. Is she expecting someone? Henry perhaps? Where would he be at this hour I wonder with her?


  Minutes pass, and I watch her as she starts to undress, right there in front of the windows. Perhaps she thinks there’s no one around to watch; or that she can’t be seen; or, perhaps, she wants to be seen and knows that someone is spying on her right now. Certainly, she can’t see me; it’s too dark where I crouch beside a low bush and gaze up at her exquisite form.


  Removing her satin blouse, she tosses it behind her, and continues quickly removing her skirt. She’s naked. Though all of her features seem to blur into one palette of grey, there are the delicate lines of her body to admire, and the way she moves. For a moment she disappears, but then returns to the open shade and begins to dress in something else.


  Squinting, I see the contrast of black and grey appear. She’s putting on a harness. Immediately I think of it as mine—the one Henry refused me. Jealousy burns sour in the pit of my stomach and my crotch begins to ache again. There are two black straps rising from her pussy, connecting with a band at her waist, and then two more that rise above the band, splitting at her breasts to ride at either side of them. I imagine she buckled the thing at her neck though it’s difficult to see. I can make out the collar around her neck, and decide that it makes her look haughtier than she already does.


  She stands and waits. I wonder how it would feel to be in her place, vulnerably displayed for the nighttime world, as though she is an offering given by her master to the gods of darkness


  I jerk back when a figure appears behind her. Knowing the identity of her assailant, she doesn’t need to look back, but leans lovingly into his chest. I’m sure it’s Henry, though I can’t see his face. I do observe the power in his surrounding arms, thinking of them surrounding me. They once did. But then, I was unconscious and unaware how they might stimulate me. They stimulate me even now, though it is only a vicarious stimulation. As his hands move on his lover, she writhes erotically against him. As he slips a hand to her crotch, I sense him playing with her molten cunt. He’s getting her off.


  Languidly, her head drops back. Her lips part. I imagine her sensuous whimpers, and the way she strains at the moment of release when a flood of energy pours down through her shuddering body.


  I could swear that Henry’s forcing her to her knees. Though it’s such a quick and simple movement, I might be reading far too much into that gesture. Does that matter? Is this not my fantasy? A play enacted for my benefit? I feel it with my body, hear it with my mind, and touch and taste and smell it with my others senses. The effect blooms so wildly within, I could lay here on this exposed grass and cum. I should. My behavior is reprehensible and I should be forced to expose my depravity. But there is no one here to censure me, and I’ll go unpunished for having too much lust.


  Though I feel as depleted as the lady in the window must feel my obsession has not vanished, only having become more pressing after this exhibition. Boldly moving toward Henry’s flat, I creep into the lobby, gaze longing at his mail-slot, and try the door leading upstairs. I should be surprised that it opens; by this hour, most are locked for the night. Maybe someone’s waiting for me.


  I sit for a while on the stairs just below the door to #7 and once again listen for sounds inside the apartment. This time, I’m rewarded by the stunning, though muffled noise of something slicing through the air, something leather, I think—something that strikes flesh, for I hear the animated cry of a woman after the blows are landed. She’s being punished. I wonder what for. Certainly I’d be punished for the crimes I’ve committed tonight. Are hers as grievous as mine?


  I float for a while on the energy of these sounds, letting them move like waves through my chest and belly, and then down to my ticklish vulva where this obsession breeds. The implications of the scene beyond the door are many and frightening. But how they arouse!


  When Henry’s apartment falls silent, I’m slumping against the wall, one hand clutched unknowingly between my thighs. As the stillness reigns I almost doze, until I’m jarred loose from my precarious post by the sudden sound of a door opening—at the other end of the hall.


  I’m in a panic now to race from the dwelling, moving so speedily that I stumble clumsily at the bottom of the stairs, and make a thumping thud against the wall, which must shake half the building. Taken quickly into the night, I disappear around the corner of the block in seconds, unsure whether I’ve been seen by anyone inside Henry’s building. Once I’m free from detection, I stop to catch my breath, only to have the truth about my last hour hit me squarely in the face.


  What am I doing!


  You’re crazy, Clarise, I tell myself all the way home. That truth repeats, clipped and rhythmically, beating in time to the repetitious cadence of my footfalls on the pavement. I can expect the next green missal in my mail, or tacked to the bike, or in my box at work will say just that.


  I’m glad for a warm bed under my body when I finally arrive home, where I huddle down as though I expect the police to come bursting through my door and arrest me.


  Despite my personal embarrassment, I cannot keep my hands from grabbing at my hungering crotch. Before I can stop myself, I’m reaching for the dildo in my night-stand and stuffing it vigorously into my vagina, while my hands play at the over-ripe folds of labia, skin and clitoris, which now burst needing the painful pressure of desire to go away. The climax comes swiftly when my body erupts upon my fingers, as I twist wildly against them and the fat fake prick.


  Henry in my brain cells, at my crotch and standing over me—whip in hand, no less. He’s with me, inside me, haunting me. It’s his prick driving arduously to the end of me and beyond that end to places I’m not used to finding in myself. But finding them, writhing inside them, a degree of happiness spreads through me as the cum finally subsides and the shame of my behavior makes everything in me wince. I have to watch myself more closely. This could get dangerous.


  



  

  Chapter Seven


  


  All my best advice is falling on my own deaf ears. I’m taking chances every day with this passion of mine. It never seems to go away no matter how much I try to find some satisfaction inside the acts alone. I want more and will get it. I even turn Joseph down when he calls with an invitation for an evening outside the city. He doesn’t explain more and I’m sure he feels shot down when I so easily decline the offer with what seems like a silly excuse. “I have to spend the night with my sister.”


  One morning, I find myself following Henry’s live-in lover to her job. I am only riding around the block, which is hardly out of my neighborhood, when I discover her walking just in front of me. I slow for a while, stop the bike with her in my sights, and look as though I’m fixing something. I start again when I see her in the distance, turning the corner. I speed on ahead, relieved to find her still close enough to follow, just two blocks down. I keep a safe distance—although it’s painstakingly slow riding a bike. When she finally walks into an insurance firm, I figure I know a little more about who she is—that is, if she actually works there. It doesn’t occur to me that she doesn’t.


  Saving this tidbit of information for later, I go to work, hoping to follow-up on my find in the afternoon. But the afternoon is a fiasco and I don’t even think about my plan until I’m back at home, soaking in the tub.


  The following day, I once again feel the need to constrain myself from these foolish acts; but strangely, the more I try to do that, the more I fail miserably. Finding an excuse to get off work early, I race for the insurance company, although I’m not yet sure how I’ll find out who my mystery woman is once I get there.


  Thankfully, the company is small, and I’m excited to find that lovely blond with the French braided plait is the receptionist, sitting right up front. Lucky for me! She’s wearing a pink cashmere sweater with a bodice that drops to a “V” between her breasts, a locket resting in the small hollow—a very small hollow since she’s hardly well-endowed. Her slight form is as graceful sitting at her desk as it was before the window of Henry’s apartment.


  I find myself looking for signs of her relationship with Henry, like the bruises from a whip, or tear-stained cheeks, or some cuff about her wrist or ankle. Of course I’m being overly dramatic expecting that she’d be so obvious with her sexual inclinations, or that Henry would even demand anything so visible. I’m sure his submissives are as low-key in public as he is.


  Truly, there is nothing but the look in her eyes which gives a clue to her submissive role—and that look is profound.


  Carol Mallory


  Her nameplate sits on her desk in crisply etched lettering, which tells me what I’ve been looking for.


  I’m bolder still, striking up a conversation with the lilting young woman—young, I’m guessing twenty-six or seven.


  “I’m interested in insurance.” Sounds like the best opening I can use, and get her attention.


  “And what kind were you considering?”


  I pause, uncertain what to say.


  “I’m not really sure.” I struggle for an answer and finally blurt out, “Disability, I think.”


  “Then you’ll want to speak with Grace Ritter.”


  “Grace, yes,” I nod. But I don’t want to speak with her. “Maybe, you could give me some information.”


  “I’m not an agent.”


  “I know that. But do you have some brochures, perhaps.” I want to turn this conversation elsewhere, but how?


  She smiles serenely, and fishing through her desk, pulls out several blue and white brochures.


  “That’s a lovely ring,” I say, remarking about the pale blue gem set in gold filigree.


  “Thank you.”


  “What is that stone?” I ask.


  “Aquamarine.”


  “Ooo, I don’t think I’ve seen one. From someone special?”


  “Yes, a special friend.”


  “Not an engagement ring?”


  “Oh, I’d never be engaged to Jason. He’s more like a brother.”


  Well, I stub my toe on that one. I was sure she’d mention Henry.


  “Haven’t I seen you on Sixth Street? I live nearby.”


  “Yes, that’s where I’m living now.”


  Ah, ha! A significant blush, remembering my conversation with Rico—that Henry keeps women for a while—to train them. She’s obviously self-conscious about her living arrangements. I want to know more, pry deep, but I can’t figure another entry.


  “Well, Miss Mallory, these should help me.”


  “Good. And if you need to talk about disability insurance, here’s Grace’s card.”


  “Thanks.”


  I walk out elated, my body humming smoothly. My spy games seem like an avocation. I should hook up with a detective, I’m feeling so confident of my sneaky finds.


  I’m not sure what I plan to do with my covertly gained information. But I do ignore all the warning signals telling me to back off. I won’t heed them, not until something stops me.


  That something stopping my advances comes two days later; and I’m instantly freaked out when another cryptic and pointed message appears.


  Arriving in my mailbox, I’m almost nonchalant about its arrival until I read what’s inside the folded paper.


  Be careful what you wish for, Clarise.


  If it is Henry sending me these notes, then Henry must know what I’m doing. I shudder to think that he’s aware of my spying, or my visit with his submissive, or the other things I’ve done to pry into his life. I’ve asked questions about him from a half-dozen people—which I think are innocuous ones—which occasionally, but not always lead to some tiny fact about his unusual lifestyle. I don’t expect these acquaintances to think I’m being nosy, since I’m careful to make my queries innocent curiosity. But then, I can’t be sure that one of my sources hasn’t mentioned them to Henry.


  For several days after the note appears, I’m at a standstill, hardly able to move. When I’m given the cigar run again, I refuse to take it, until my boss tells me he can’t find another delivery person and I’m forced to take the assignment myself.


  I’m shaking miserably by the time the bike pulls up to the tobacco shop—and need to be deliberate and careful to avert another nasty spill. Parking my bike, I then dart inside the store, finding Henry no where around.


  For the first time ever, there is someone else behind the counter—a woman of nearly forty with a compact build and an earthy resonance to her character. She seems as natural behind the counter as the man who owns the shop. I’m taken with her in much the same way I was taken with Joseph’s friend—but perhaps even more. Her vibrancy resonates in me at some deep soul level. I almost feel lightheaded from the sudden rush of heat that presses outward from my stomach.


  What stuns me most is the collar around her neck—prominently visible, as her dark hair is swept from her face and piled on top of her head. This collar is not the standard leather variety like those I’ve seen in catalogues, but both unique and confining. I can’t help but stare at the red and purple band of brocade silk. The top and bottom are delicately edged in gold, and I can plainly see when the women turns around that it’s fixed with a small gold lock, the key still inserted in the hasp. The implications behind the piece seem obvious to me; though some might think it’s nothing but a piece of jewelry made to match the dress she wears—a purple, sleeveless shift, which skims the floor making it look as though she’s floating as she walks.


  “That’s beautiful.” I can’t hold my tongue as my eyes focus on the collar.


  Though she must note my anxious curiosity, she simply smiles warmly and says, “Thank you.”


  “Henry here?” I’m quick to say.


  “Upstairs, I’m minding the store. May I help you?”


  “I’ve never seen you before.”


  “No, I don’t think so. I’m an old friend of Henry’s.”


  “I see.”


  “I’m picking up a package for Norton Instruments, Adam Brown. Should be cigars.” Staring past her, I look for a wrapped parcel on Henry’s back shelf where they’re usually waiting for me.


  The collar-clad woman joins my search, finally retreating into the back room to see if Henry left the cigars there. She finds nothing.


  “I’d better go ask,” she says. “I’ll be right back.” A few seconds later I hear her climbing the stairs to the second floor.


  For a moment I relax. I’m less nervous with her gone, but then all sorts of thoughts creep into my head, and the obsession seems to force its way on me again. I spy a date book on Henry’s cluttered desk behind the counter, and my itchy fingers can hardly keep to my side. I listen for a moment for sounds overhead, figuring that the two are discussing my missing cigars. What would it hurt to peek?


  Sliding discreetly toward the desk, I open the cover of the date book and thumb through several pages, seeking out today’s date, and the ones following. He has Carol penciled in several places, and then the name Maria, and finally on today’s date at six o’clock, the name Andrea.


  Hearing footsteps on the stairs, I snap the book shut, pull back two steps, and then wander innocently around his shop, seeing all the familiar things I’ve noticed before, along with a few I swear are new.


  When the drape between the front and back of the store pulls open, Henry emerges with the collared woman behind him.


  “Clarise.”


  “Hi, Henry. Did you forget the parcel, or did the Norton secretary forget to call?”


  “I’m afraid Maria and I were so busy rearranging shelves that it slipped my mind. I’ll have it ready in a minute.”


  So this is Maria—the one he loves, perhaps. I can understand why he loves her—she seems to fit with him as easily as a glove would fit his fingers. A feeling of belongingness moves between them, so if I didn’t know better, I’d think they’d been married some years. Though I know Henry isn’t married, the apparent affection he has for her cannot be mistaken.


  “You can wait, can’t you?”


  “Sure.” After all my surreptitious spying of the last two weeks, I wonder if I haven’t entered a minefield where my schemes are likely to be blown apart. Still, he gives me no clue that he knows of my covert snooping.


  A nervous five minutes passes. He spends most of his time choosing the cigars he wants from his case and chatting about business with Maria. Every so often, he looks up at me and smiles, which only redoubles my fear. I believe he’s saying silently, Clarise, be careful what you wish for.


  By the time I leave the shop, I’m so unnerved, I swear I’m giving him up for good, giving up spying, leather, wishful thinking, going back to my favorite, familiar sexual tricks. I’ll seduce my wealthy clients until we’re exhausted of each other and I move on. My life works better that way. I don’t function well with aberrations and this one’s made me crazy.


  I’m going to call Joseph and wiggle my way back into his good graces, hopeful that our trip to the country will materialize and take me from this foolish mess. I’m sure of myself, feeling for one brief moment, a wave of sanity pass over me, but then it’s gone again as I ponder the collared Maria. Recalling that he’s meeting “Andrea” at the Uptown Brewery at six, my obsession rages on despite what my rational mind decides.


  This stakeout shouldn’t worry me. I’ve been in the Brewery a dozen times. Great place after work, and half my friends can be found there most evenings. It’s almost like going home. Certainly, he couldn’t accuse me of tailing him there.


  Deciding to make this as innocuous as possible I draft Ziggy into my plan. She hates beer but loves jazz, and a terrific trio is playing in the main room.


  We move in through the main door, my eyes pressing forward looking for signs of Henry. It’s already quarter past six—my late timing deliberate—but I still can’t see him in any of the booths. Assuming this a meeting involving the sexual crudities he enjoys, I’d think he’d want some privacy. But maybe I have this all wrong. Maybe it’s an innocent date, and they’re sitting by the corner stage, listening to music as though they were normal people and not engaged in discussions of sexual submission.


  Strolling through the crowd, I grab a beer, Ziggy a glass of Chardonnay and we continue on, my eyes quickly skirting every corner of the Brewery, until they come to rest on a spot I’ve already examined twice. Henry, and presumably, Andrea—a soft-looking pudgy redhead—sit side by side in a booth far from the crowd. When I glance his way, Henry’s looking at me. I smile and wave, and then move on. No reason to fear here; though spotting an empty table adjacent to Henry’s booth, I steer Ziggy that way.


  “You don’t want to make it look too obvious,” she whispers to me.


  “Why should it be, there’s hardly a table left.” My reasoning is sound, but in my own mind, my spurious logic for this adventure has me worried he’ll know exactly why I’ve landed so close.


  While Ziggy and I wait for our drinks, I strain to hear Henry talking to his date, though I can’t make out a word. Finally getting impatient and ready to give up the game, I decide it’s time to leave, but, first, take a path toward the Ladies room to empty my bladder.


  Getting out of my stall, I’m amazed to find the pudgy redhead right on me, as though she followed me in. Yet, she only smiles as she takes my place inside the cubicle and I move on to wash my hands.


  “You know Henry?” I hear her speak just as I’m about to walk out.


  I turn abruptly.


  “Henry Thornton? Yes. You were with him.”


  “I was. He’s awfully sweet.”


  “Yes, I guess so. I only know him from his shop.”


  “Really? He seemed to know you better than that.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Nothing really, just impressions. Men like Henry,” she winks at me, “have a general intuition.”


  “You think so?” I can’t figure this woman out, why she’s here, especially why she’s questioning me. If this is an innocent conversation, or I’ve been set-up.


  “Un, huh,” she answers me. There’s something breaking out all over her face, a blush of radiant energy, as though she’s so excited you think she might pee her pants if she hadn’t just gone. “You know about him?”


  “What about him? He sells tobacco and pipes. What else is there?”


  “Oh, I guess you don’t know. And I can’t say the rest… I just thought—”


  She giggles and I’m more suspicious.


  Time to split. This is getting dicey. What if he’s laid a trap for me?


  


  ***


  


  I can’t wait to see Joseph when I get an assignment for his office late on Friday afternoon. After I make my delivery, I stop by his office. He’s full of smiles when I arrive and welcomes me. What warmth, I think. And what sanity. I’ve missed this, getting myself into all these stupid scrapes over Henry. Yes, I need to nurture myself with Joseph for a while and restore some peace.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t accept your invitation. I had a migraine headache, I swear, and I was going to see my sister.” Am I acting too anxious?


  “I understand. I think it would have been rushed anyway. We really need some time when we can be alone for a while. I do have a weekend on my schedule. There’s a guesthouse up north I think you’d like. How about it?”


  I’m floored and flustered. Palms sweating. My heart doing boomerang shots off my crotch. I’m sure I’ll flood my pants, I’m so excited.


  “Until then, though I’m going to be busy.”


  “Sure. I’m busy, too.”


  He jots down the date on his business card and hands it over the desk.


  “This one will be just you and me—and maybe a few friends if I’m in the mood, but likely not. I think heaven would be to have you all to myself, no interruptions, no appointments—no phone.” He laughs.


  If I could only believe him. He loves setting me up for surprises as much as Rico does. I’m sure there’s more behind this scheme. But I don’t care. A weekend with Joseph under any circumstances leaves a sweet taste in my mouth, and warmth wherever I’ve grown cold.


  “Close the door for a minute,” he orders.


  For a minute, we bond, not more than sixty seconds, but just enough time for me to remember how he moves me when we’re together. Time enough to ground me, and for that sixty seconds, make me feel whole and even loved. I’ve been looking for the love word more often, and faltering not really knowing how to have it. Maybe with Joseph. Maybe it could be real. If we couldn’t get beyond the workaholic principles by which he lives there might be enough to call a true relationship.


  Perhaps life is about trade-offs, and you’re just never going to get it all. Just a few more pieces, I’m thinking. Just a few more pertinent pieces are all I need.


  If only my obsession would lose its grip. Maybe with Joseph. When he forces my submission the sex gets very real. I’ll just push the barriers on our weekend away. To hell with sitting back and waiting. To hell with all that yielding. I’ll yield after I get what I want.


  



  

  Chapter Eight


  


  I go to Rico’s, and it’s a Saturday night. Maybe I’m looking for Tony, maybe someone new. Maybe just a good one-nighter with someone who will make me feel especially sexy. My body’s crawling with lewd intentions. My crotch hot. Desire taking a leapfrog journey around me anxiously.


  Dancing, I’m getting charged and oblivious, and a couple shots of tequila take my mind off the present. Ziggy came with me, but the little lush is off somewhere with an old boyfriend—likely getting screwed in the hall or Rico’s back alley. She does it anywhere at the drop of a hat and comes up smiling every time.


  When I’m tired, I sit—and a fellow I’ve never met sits right down in front of me, offering to buy me my next drink. How can I turn him down?


  After the drink, seems as though time is melting away, and I have no concept of anything but my swelled head and these delicious seconds of inebriation. The smoke is thick inside the nightclub and I can hardly breathe. Apparently, I conveyed my distress to this new guy, because a few seconds later I’m on the street breathing clean air.


  He grabs me by the waist and leads me down the street. We’re hopelessly drunk, the guy giving me swallows of scotch from a flask he not so carefully hides in the pocket of his jacket. I’m dizzy. Reeling. Signs and shapes and buildings don’t seem real anymore. Did he drug me? This feeling is too potent for alcohol. I stumble over my feet, glad for his arm around me or I’d be on my knees right here on the sidewalk. He should have just asked, I’d have been there without the trouble of drugging me unconscious. I’m sleepy, wanting to fall in bed, but there’s no bed. My next steps falter, and there’s someone behind me. I remember the pale green notes—Henry’s visage crosses my mind—and Joseph’s and Rico’s and Tony’s, they blur, turn grey, and then vanish along with every conscious, cogent thought inside my brain.


  


  ***


  


  I awaken. My head feels as though a thousand pounds of sand drifts inside the empty cavity. I’m weightless, but weighted down. Held down. Trapped. I struggle, finding that my wrists and ankles cannot move.


  Reality springs forward, the awakening jolt quickly strikes like lightening. I try sitting up, but can’t.


  I’m tied. Really tied. This is no dream. In a plain, beige room with blank walls and tiny windows high above, I lay on a bed, waking up from what have been pleasant dreams to find myself closed in and frightened.


  “Help!” I start to cry and babble. What has happened to me? Where am I? Who brought me here? Why am I bound? And where’s the boy who gave me the liquor? Where’s the night? The sidewalk, and my world?


  The memory of my evening returns and I sober slowly. The more I struggle with the ropes that hold me, the more they tighten. I’m scared. I’m petrified. I’m crying, becoming hysterical with each useless movement. But no one hears me. No one opens the door. Though I scream, no one comes. I scream again. Scream myself out until my voice is hoarse. Have I been left to die?”


  Dammit, Clarise, what have you done now!


  My heart can’t pound any harder, or my gut wrench more wickedly. And yet, just as the shock of my predicament envelops me in fear, that fear soon retreats. Surely, there is some explanation. I can do nothing but wait, and pray; though I’ve never prayed before and I’m not sure how.


  Too tired to protest more, I finally ride out the moment thoughtlessly. My next recollection is that of the door opposite my bed creaking open—a sound that grates like fingernails on a schoolroom blackboard. The screech runs up my spine and I’m instantly at attention, looking for the person on the other side of that sound.


  I expect to see the randy drunk who started this whole show—or maybe Rico, and this is just another joke. Instead, it’s Henry—Henry Thornton of the tobacco shop waltzing casually through the door.


  “Henry! Get me out of here!”


  He saunters close and strokes my face with the back of his hand, the gesture recalling to mind the moments after my accident on the bike. The parallels are quite profound. But I’m hardly pacified this time.


  “Henry, get me out of here,” my eyes bug out as I yell at him.


  “Calm yourself, Clarise.”


  “Henry! Please!”


  “Shuuuuussh.”


  “No, no I won’t be quiet.”


  “Then I’ll leave.” He turns.


  “You can’t! You have to get me out of here.”


  “And why would I do that? I put you here.”


  “You!”


  He hardly looks sly, but matter-of-fact, “Who else?”


  “Henry, if this is some kind of joke, then it’s been a real gas, now it’s time to ….”


  “Hush!” he says demandingly, with a finger placed over my lips.


  I start again and his eyes grow cold, so I can’t say a word.


  I watch him as he moves to my ankles and inspects the ropes, then as he moves to the head of the bed where my wrists are bound to the rods of a metal bed-frame.


  “I admit, the rope is crude,” he says, “but it’s a beginning. We’ll graduate to other things soon.”


  “Henry, why?” I whisper quietly so he won’t silence me again.


  “You ask for it, Clarise. It’s what you’ve wanted, isn’t it? Since you very accidentally landed in my harness room.”


  “But couldn’t you have suggested this. I might have agreed.”


  “Yes, you might have. But you, my dear, screwed with that possibility.” His grey eyes narrow; and in the dim light, I almost think they are turning black. They gag me, sending a new river of terror through my already adrenaline-laced body. “I don’t like being spied on. I don’t like being stalked. And I certainly don’t care for a madwoman tampering with my life.”


  “You know?”


  “Of course I know. From the night you spied on my apartment from that less than covert spot next-door, I’ve known exactly what you’ve been doing. You should have asked me to master you.”


  “I thought you closed that door.”


  “I never close the door on honesty and candid speech—or on a submissive woman’s plea.”


  “But you said you couldn’t help me.”


  “In truth, I still can’t. But I will punish you for offending me and those I care about.” He’s dead serious—his voice turning as cold as his icy eyes. “Perhaps then you’ll get what you want. If it takes moving you through the extremes that you’re dying to experience, that you’ll get.”


  My body registers his words, triggering the longing that started my miserable obsession and my schemes. And yet, I’m still afraid. I may be a madwoman. But is Henry not a madman?


  “You’ll stay with me until you understand your desire completely, or blow it out of your life. Either way, your time with me will tell you want you need to know. Consider it a gift.” He’s hardly sounding generous—more like pissed-off angry.


  “But my life, Henry. I have a life.”


  He shakes head. “Not now, you have no life, you’re with me. You pass my tests, I might just let you go.”


  “No. You’re not like this!”


  “Oh, I’m not? Obviously you know little about me, and nothing about the dark where I prefer to reside.”


  “You sent the notes. You must have wanted me. How else did you want me to respond?”


  “I sent no notes, Clarise. Apparently, you are so obvious to those around you that you telegraph your great need to just about any old Joe who meets you. You might have attracted a maniac, and that would be too bad. If you’re lucky, your secret pal with the astute commentary on your life is one of the many lovers who you casually take to bed—or perhaps some pimple-faced mailroom nerd who has no life but one he manufactures with you in the middle, pulling your strings to see how you respond. I’d be more careful.”


  “Oh, I will.”


  “You will after I let you go.”


  “When will that be?”


  “When I’m ready.”


  “People will miss me.”


  “Yes, and I have that handled too. You’re safe—Ziggy, and Joseph, and the publisher, Alan, and even Rico all think you’re safe.”


  “What have you told them?”


  “It doesn’t matter. But they know not to worry. Best advice I have for you is surrender. Not just a little, but surrender all the fire and will you have. Get in to what’s eating at your crotch.” With a determined scowl on his face, he clutches my pubic mound in his hand, squeezes it tightly, shaking it hard. “Let me have it. Let me abuse it, love it and give it the agony it seeks. Then you’ll have the answers you need.” He lets go my crotch as though he’s throwing it down in disgust, then turns and walks away.


  “Henry, please don’t go.”


  He smiles, ignores my pleading eyes, and saunters out the door.


  I don’t know whether to panic less or more now that I know the nature of my capture and imprisonment. Imprisonment. What a rapturous word that is. What thoughts it has inspired in me. How many books have I read of kidnapped princesses and evil barons, sassy fools who find themselves bound and gagged by merciless scoundrels, fair and blushing maids stripped of decency to become the slaves of carnal villains. But that was fantasy, so I thought. But it is not the life spring of my obsession. Exactly what I wished for.


  I swear that Henry’s lying. Those were his notes. Who else? What more proof do I need? But what good is it going to do me now.


  I am exhausted and the morning has just begun—so I believe. Maybe it’s already midday, or perhaps I slept until evening. Can I pull myself through this trial? I wonder. Can I understand these tight bonds I feel? Or will the panic presently welling in my wanting, anxious body overwhelm and make me truly mad?


  I disconnect from my thoughts waiting for Henry to return. He does so with a flourish some hours after his last appearance.


  “Too many clothes, Clarise,” he says, rapidly opening and closing a pair of sharp scissors. They snap before my face. I cannot move.


  There’s just my dress and a pair of panties covering the important parts. I suppose he thinks I’ll try to fight my way out if he unties me so he can strip them off in a normal way. Cutting them away seems safer—and far more erotic.


  Running the sharp edge of the scissors blade up the center of my small, brown dress, he then snips the tiny shoulder straps and tugs the material away. Staring at my breasts, he seems pleased by what he sees. Though the soft brown of my aureoles lie flat, we both can see that his gaze is making the nipples at their centers gather into knots to match the ones that keep me bound. With thumb and index fingers he plucks them tightly, drawing them and the breast flesh beneath into a strident stretch.


  I seethe while taking in a breath of air as the pain begins to sharpen. When he lets go, I expel that breath of air.


  Sighting my panties with a frown on his face, Henry raises them with a finger so they cut into my groin. Pulling firmly, they slice into the cleft of my ass, and then rub rudely against the swollen sex bud between my labia. The dear thing hurts so badly, I think he’s going to saw it off.


  “Ah, you are excited, aren’t you?”


  “No!” I sputter.


  His eyes turn sharp and he slaps my face. “Don’t lie, ever.”


  I’m shriveling before his cruel stare.


  “No, sir,” I practically mouth my reply. By his expression, he appreciates the term of respect.


  Running his hands between my parted thighs, he discovers the truth when he dips into the soppy warmth of my feverish slit. “Don’t lie, ever,” he repeats.


  He plays in earnest, so much that my belly bucks anxiously and my pussy grabs for the stimulation it needs to reach an orgasm. I’m foolish to think he’ll let me get off so easily, but I will enjoy his play as long as he grants me the pleasure. I murmur quietly, saying gentle things, “Ah, yes, Henry, yes,” encouraging him to continue.


  But I’m out of luck. Henry’s far too skilled in this art to play into a conniving woman’s schemes.


  “At least your body can’t lie, Clarise.”


  “It never has,” I whisper.


  “I’m sure of that.”


  He rubs me more, but not inside my blood-engorged vagina, which already spasms in its pre-cum orgy and where I’m ready to climax. Instead, he pulls at the sensitive shards of my inner labia and tweaks my clitoris with a twisting bite, producing jolts of fire that skirt about my crotch.


  “We’re going to find out how much pain you can tolerate. Before you leave, you’ll know. There will be no question marks, no uncertainty in your heart or your body. I’m sure you’ll hate me before this is over, but I’m also certain, that you’ll beg to return.”


  Yes, I know that, also. I understand everything he says as truth.


  “Now, though, it’s time to make you pay for your crimes.”


  The brusque change has me trembling with fear. Punishment means pain, relentless pain that never leads to pleasure, and unending horror from which I can’t escape. The memory of childhood spankings looms largely inside my attitudes. I’m sure I’m going to despise this, but I’m sure I’ve earned it. “Clarise, you stupid ninny!” I berate myself. Hey, your self-reproach isn’t really going to help now, is it? Neither will being a smart-ass, nor smug and sassy.


  Having announced his plans for me, Henry unties each tied limb and replaces the ropes with thick starched cuffs that snugly encircle my wrists and ankles.


  “They’re not as meaningful as the rope,” he says, “but they’re much more practical.” Finishing, he pushes me to my feet and draws my arms behind my back where he snaps the cuffs together. I walk naked from the room, guided by his firm arm into an adjacent space quite different than the one we left. Noting the high windows, I assume we’re in a basement, and the windows look out toward the street. And yet, the opaque glass gives me no clue where I am—the tobacco shop, the basement of his apartment building, or some other location where Henry pursues his dark lore.


  This room, while as dimly lit as the other, is not as plain as the tiny bedroom where I was bound. In each corner sit devices that strain the scope of my intelligence to understand. Flying off in my fantasy, I can make the general assumptions—that the varied struts of wood and leather are intended for the bondage and discipline of submissive women. (I doubt that Henry would be working men with submissive inclinations.) A credit to his imagination, there is some delicacy about this room that seems almost feminine. One wall is lined with pictures framed in gilded gold—images of women posed to serve, bearing sensuous faces, which remind me of Carol Mallory and Maria from his shop. There is a withering certainty in their expressions, one I cannot imagine owning myself. But then, my time in this room of horrors has hardly begun. I am anxious—I should be—but exhilarated.


  The carpet beneath my bare feet is a downy claret-colored blanket, where my toes sink deep. And the air smells of something sweetly subterranean, though it’s a scent I don’t recognize. I can almost hear the soul-felt cries of other women who have been chained and gagged and tortured here. While the devices seem pretty detestable at first glance, I note they are not crudely built, but painstakingly made by someone who knew exactly what they were doing, and knew how to do it well. This is a professional playground designed and constructed by a master; which only makes my fascination and fear of Henry grow even more having seen how cleverly his mind works. Women may come and go in his life, but his predilection for dominating them to the extreme degrees does not. This room goes beyond one woman, one submissive, one slave. Beyond Carol Mallory, or Maria, and certainly beyond me. I should be a hell of a lot more afraid than I am.


  Henry leads me toward a polished brass bar with a tiny pad resting at the top, and impatiently pushes me toward the device.


  “Punishment, Clarise, remember that,” he says curtly. It’s an apt warning considering how aroused I am. His manner is straightforward and alarming; and his simple explanation of our next interplay reverberates at a depth that touches something base in me I’ve hardly acknowledged to this point.


  “You get this because you crossed the line of common sense, because you took chances with yourself and even more so with me and those I care about. This is not a world to play in with a maverick’s restlessness. I told you, you need a master and you didn’t hear my message. I thought you were smarter than that. After this session, you’ll understand how serious I am.” He leans in, his lips inches from my face. “Don’t ever stalk me or anyone else again. It’s a dangerous game, and next time you try, you’re likely to find the deadly blackguard you fear so much. Don’t tamper in other people’s lives, Clarise.”


  I feel squashed like a bug after this scolding, and thoroughly in need of the punishment that will play out on my behind. I don’t welcome the pain, but perhaps, it will wash away the guilt I feel. From the start of my sneaky schemes, I’ve nursed the nagging sense that my acts were foolish. Perhaps this will mean the end of my obsession. If I could go home free of that, I would have enough.


  I sense, too, however, that Henry won’t let me stop there.


  I take to the rail, standing on a small platform designed for a woman’s small feet. Then bending over the padded brass, I wait for Henry to unfasten my wrists. Once he does, I clutch a bar on the other side and hang on, knuckles whitening, shaking as leaves shake by the force of a spring’s changing winds. I sense the change being forced on me, and perhaps I’m glad. Glad to get on with a life too often spent in my head, or scraping before men who will never understand what I need.


  This one understands. This one knows that with every strike of the implement he lands across my untried buttocks, he’s delivering me more closely to my place of truth where my essential self can shine.


  As the blows begin, they come on hard and meanly, landing with a fervent, even angry attitude; though it doesn’t seem that Henry’s angry, just very determined. I kid myself to think this is just to teach me a lesson. He’s letting off steam for himself and we’ll both be a good deal happier when it’s over.


  He uses an old-fashioned razor strap. The first strike sends a stirring swath of sensation through me. The second heats my ass more. With the third, the pain begins to brighten, and by the fourth, my ass feels righteously blistered. I start to yelp. When Henry pauses for a moment in the middle of his task he holds the leather to my nose, I can smell the smoke of some ancient barbershop lingering on the smooth animal hide. Should I expect anything less of a man who makes his living selling tobacco?


  Returning to the dance he makes across my ass, he deepens the impact of pain on my posterior, driving the leather faster still on my distressed cheeks. These strikes are hot. White hot. That hot pain clawing, clutching, grabbing, pinching at my ass, until I believe there will be nothing remaining when he’s finished but a mass of red, blotched, wounded, welted skin, so bloodied and battered that I’ll live up to that childhood threat—“you won’t sit down for a week.”


  At first, because I know I deserve this, I don’t cry. I do my damnedest to take it in the fashion of a mature adult—although punishment like this is hardly something that can be defined as mature. As the punishment continues I realize that there is a desperate sort of innocence in my resolve—an absolute truth finally dawning on me that I cannot, for all my great determination, hold back my anguish stoically.


  I’m squirming, crying, and pleading for my life, managing one plaintive exclamation as the leather pauses for a second, “Oh, Henry, please, no more!”


  Of course, he pays no attention to me, but continues at will—and a strong one it is, able to withstand the utterly despondent pleas of a hurting woman. Has he no mercy? No restraint?


  The pain on my skin reaches the long breadth of my body’s backside from my knees, to the scorched centers of my ass cheeks. Though these padded places can take the most punishment, they also burn the most.I’m in the middle of another anguished cry when Henry stops.


  “Don’t move, Clarise,” he says. “Not one muscle, not even the tiniest twitch.”


  Though this is impossible, I do my best to follow the order. And in an eerie silence, Henry strolls around me, viewing me at all angles. I suppose appraising his work as though my ass is some piece of art.


  “You understand me, Clarise?” he asks. “You understand how you violated me and yourself.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And you understand that you deserved this?”


  “Yes, I do.” My mouse-like voice can hardly be heard, but I’m sure my meekness is appreciated. It is sincere.


  “Splash her ass with vinegar,” he says. For a second I think he’s talking to me and I hardly understand the command; until the facts drop like pieces of the blue sky falling on my head: we are not alone. Adding to the utter humiliation I feel, I find that the objects of my spy game of the last two weeks have spied on me—without having to hide in bushes and concoct surreptitious excuses to explain themselves.


  It’s Maria who follows Henry’s order. He’s already out of the room, while I remain posed over the bar, and take a bath of the stinging liquid on my raw ass. She does it gently, as a woman would; but gently or with the heavy hand of man, the result is the same.


  “Yeeeeouch!” I’m seething under my breath. My face contorts fancily and my poor toes dance on the hard wood bar again.


  With Carol and Maria watching my further suffering, I force back the really outrageous cry that’s in my throat, and hold off the crude and twisting theatrics my ass would like to take—as though that’s really going to suggest to my knowledgeable audience that this doesn’t really hurt, and I’m perfectly enjoying this moment of excruciating torture. Of course they’d know the truth. I’m sure they’re laughing at me as they complete the solemn moment. I’m sure they, as well as Henry, believe I deserve every second of horror I feel.


  Hopefully, I’ve been vindicated.


  After the bath of vinegar sears my ass, Carol Mallory’s gentle hands pry loose my fingers from the bar and the two women help me rise. Unbidden tears form in my eyes, hot like the pain that still stings my behind.


  I want to say I’m sorry, but I’m too exhausted. I’m sure that any explanation or apology would only demean me more. These women know things, they know Henry, and they know the woman I aspire to be far better than I do now.


  



  

  Chapter Nine


  


  I am returned to the cubicle where I awoke. Bound spread-eagle on the small bed, it appears I’ll remain like this until Henry comes to me again. I can’t say this is what I have imagined, but it does do wonders for my newfound feelings of surrender.


  This timeless vacuum has no rules and certainly no schedule. After three days—three or four—I lose my sense of day and night, morning or afternoon. I might have followed the light as it changes in the windows above, but after my punishment, the opaque glass is covered with black drapes so there are no morning rays or evening moonlight to tell me the time of day. No afternoon shadows, no intense heat from a noonday sun.


  I’m fed at last, though not until my stomach grinds with hunger and my thirsty mouth seems to scream for water, I’m released from the bed, and pushed toward the floor where my plate awaits. Before I can grab for the food, my wrists are bound behind me, which means I push my face into the lukewarm food and eat like an animal. The demeaning ritual continues as I lift my face upward, and opening my mouth, I have to anticipate the stream of water splashed at my face. I grapple for this voraciously as though every drop must hit my parched throat; and if I miss just one, I might die of thirst before my next drink.


  I’m afforded similarly crude means of handling my bodily functions; a red thick plastic pot in the corner to use as a toilet. I’m thought of as little more than a stray animal. Seems pretty strange that I’m not revolting; but I don’t even want to try now. This must be the bottom line, the end of the road in sexual submission, and I’m welcoming it as I would teacakes and luxury.


  Hell is a damned good description when the torture takes its twisted turns, when vengeance seems to mix with pleasure, when my education seems to be inspired by damnable deeds.


  If I were living by some routine at all, I’d guess that once a day I’m whipped—an experience I have yet to understand. It’s all in the flick of Henry’s wrists, in his twitching scowl, and in the way my body replies to these tiny permutations in the form of it. One moment the lashes spread such a sensuous warmth that the longing in me climbs upon my mountain of physical desires. I scream for more. Other times—perhaps he’s changed the implement and that explains it—I scream as though I’m dying from the caustic flame that leaps about me.


  He whips me face down, my face buried inside the mattress, either howling or whimpering into the sheets beneath me until they’re wet and sticky with saliva. He whips me face up, so I can see talons flying toward me, and cringe as the leather seeks the vulnerable target of my thighs and pussy. In this vulnerable position, the shock’s so rude and the strike so erratic, I do well to find the pleasure inside the blows. Sometimes they are light enough to love—when I feel as though I’m being bathed by sensation, a blanket of pure pleasure descending over me. More often, however, Henry’s assault on my open front is a terrifying menage of sharp and soft, tender and torrid unpredictable strikes. I fear every one, even the ones that land on me with such grace that I’m tempted to whimper for more and even look as though I’m thanking him. At these times, he toys with me maliciously. I can see no compassion in him, but a side that draws the devilishness from what seems to be his personal hell. The treatment stops short of lasting abuse. When he’s finished, there are never any marks.


  Some days I’m blindfolded when Henry whips me so I have no idea when the next blow will land.


  When he uses a particularly heavy whip with dozens of talons, I can feel the wind it makes as it sweeps the air. The breeze across my hot skin becomes a strange accompaniment to my experience. But I have clues now, signs and intuition, which over these long days of confinement allow me to feel Henry’s rhythms and his moods. He’s a cagey dominant, but he is not unreadable. Being crafty at times doesn’t hurt my plight—it makes me wise. And with wisdom, what begins as horrifying, and remains horrifying in its character, transforms to become my pleasure. I know, now, what pleasure is.


  Sometimes the lights go out in my cubicle and the door is closed and I’m very alone. Sometimes, this empty time is the most excruciating. I wonder if I’ll ever have my life back; if he’ll ever return me to the real world. Or will I be caught in a labyrinth of endless days, used as Henry’s whipping girl—what might keep him sane to the world while he dispenses cigars and pipes and killing tobacco.


  Surrender gets more real. Letting go, giving up makes sense—a whole lot more than being prisoner to my obsession.


  


  ***


  


  I’m taken to the “arch-rack” as I’ve internally named the device. I’ve named them all—it’s what I do with my excess time.


  This one looks just like its name, two large half wheels of wood, side by side, two-feet apart, and smooth struts connecting them. My body is bound, back arched over the apex. My feet are fastened to the sides—so my pussy is slightly, but not profoundly splayed; and my arms are bound over my drooping head, my wrist cuffs rigorously grasped by chains welded to eyebolts in the floor. With my head up side down, blood rushes to my brain and pounds at my temples until I get used to the position, when the funny, dizzy, up-side-down feeling disappears. I think about being a kid, playing games like this to make the world distorted and funny. I almost giggle at the thought, though I figure giggling won’t sit well with a master whose mood is now quite stern.


  To complete this ordeal, I’m first impaled with a fat dildo, pointed up my cunt and pushed as far as my body will allow. Muscles spasming, the tight channel clenches. This is some relief after days with nothing to penetrate my famished insides.


  “Don’t look so distressed,” Henry chides me. “Or I’ll shove another, bigger one in your ass.”


  I didn’t know I looked distressed, though I do my best to assume a more peaceful look.


  My only other task seems to be voyeuring what is taking place; and truly, after so many hours bereft of visual inspiration—except for what I create in my own mind—this is a refreshing vision.


  Henry’s submissives have waited for him to finish with me, and the air about them blooms with expectation as he leaves me and approaches them.


  At Henry’s nod they remove the long dresses they’ve worn each time they’ve visited me. In seconds, they stand naked, except for the heavy collars they wear around their necks. This time, Maria’s collar is not the pretty one I saw her wear in the tobacco shop; but a thick metal band that traps her neck so intensely that I wonder why she doesn’t choke. Carol Mallory wears a leather collar—the brown hide seeming pliable but just as tight as Maria’s.


  “Bend down, both of you,” Henry orders.


  Seeing the way the two respond, I have the feeling that they have been through this before. Without further instruction they step to the open center of the room, face each other, and then squat slightly with their knees wide apart, holding on to each other for balance. Bearing an enormous double-headed dildo in his hand, Henry first opens Maria’s snatch and inserts one end while the woman squirms to allow the head inside. Then, while hanging on to the flexible rod, Henry moves to insert the other end in Carol Mallory’s primed cunt. From my angle of vision, even I can see how her pussy has moistened, and become willing to accept the invading wand. As they pull up to standing, the dildo nestles between them, certainly pressing deeply into their expanding cavities. Though they are not the same height, some quirk of fate makes their crotches exactly right for Henry’s diabolical plan. Amazed by what I see, I rock on my staff as their arousal seems to transfer to my body. Though I’m miserably jealous of the two, I know I’m going to enjoy what I see.


  The two women are then bound. A thick belt goes around their waists and locks them tightly together with a padlock. Their thighs are lashed both top and bottom, then their breasts are crushed to the other’s chest and tied with another lash that circumscribes their upper torsos. Finally, Henry pulls their arms above their heads, where their wrists are joined and stretched until their feet rise to on , to put their heels to the floor.


  “A pretty picture you are,” Henry says as he saunters around them admiringly.


  I agree. But he’s ignoring me.


  I can’t stop the energy of the scene from getting inside me. I wouldn’t want it to. Taking over for my fear, it has me wondering if somewhere in the middle of this unfolding scene I might actually get off on my dildo friend. Such relief would be welcome, so I welcome the next moments, and the unbelievable sight of two women bound by leather and dildo, getting the reward of lashes splashed upon their bodies.


  How they squirm! What whimpers excite the air! Ah, and how the cat ‘o nine tales he uses prances like a haughty pony about their bodies, striking their backs and flanks and generously pushed out cheeks, nipping them as they hang suspended!


  I struggle with myself. The strap holding my dildo rubs against my clit, and as I muscle the prick with a rhythmic squeeze, I can sense the climax about to take me.


  I don’t realize I’m moaning, telegraphing my state of body, until—so swiftly that I’m left crying for mercy—Henry’s on me, snapping a claw of steel over the tender bud at my center.


  “Not so soon, little bitch,” he seethes, smirking all too happily.


  I endure the rest of this scene, trying to absorb the bite of the clamp, and regain the sensations of climax so quickly altered by this cruel move. If I could only get beyond the trenchant sting. But I can’t. My pleasure refuses to return in the same sumptuous package.


  With my eyes glued to the writhing beauties, I’m only too aware of my lost cum when I see them both brought to their bittersweet edges and allowed to glide over into obscene ecstasy.


  What a fine union of beauty they are, gyrating bellies, clenching thighs, and jubilant asses, bouncing and grinding away at their inconstant cock. I’m jealous as hell seeing their kiss—their lips darting sweetly about the other’s mouth as their strained faces relax. As I watch the women climax, I’m momentarily taken from my discomfort by thoughts of Ziggy. If only her lips were on mine now…


  No! I force the image away. I can’t think of her—anything that pleasant. I don’t even want to watch anymore. But when I close my eyes, my body focuses on the pain in my clit, and I snap them open again and live with the longing I feel as I again focus on Henry’s sluts.


  Henry’s letting me cum, but not without the clamp. After he finishes with his brood, he’s kind enough to toy with me, until a tiny ripple of sensation washes over my body. It’s not the intense, ripping cum it should be, as though half of it is bound inside me, and the rest waiting for the clamp to disappear.


  I’m not so lucky. Everything pleasurable in this moment falls away before Henry deigns to loosen the screw on that clamp even one tiny twist.


  “You’ll have yours eventually,” he says when it’s time to let me rise. He’s already unbound his women, and they’ve disappeared somewhere else in his dungeon. I’m back, bound on my bed ready to sleep within minutes of my mangled cum.


  


  ***


  


  I believe that I’m going to stay here forever. And Henry gives me no reason to think otherwise, until one day he arrives with a tray of food arranged as a regular meal. A glass of milk, utensils and even a napkin. I haven’t seen anything so civil in so long this looks totally weird. He doesn’t smile, though his expression seems less fixed and firm as I’ve grown accustomed to—almost as though the placid Henry from the tobacco shop is about to reemerge.


  “You’ll have to get used to this again,” he tells me, as he releases me from the bolts at the head and foot of the bed and I rise to sitting. “Sit back.”


  I do so, while Henry fluffs a couple of pillows at my back. These pillows have laid in one corner of the room, only used to raise my ass or pussy from underneath when he’s whipping me. They feel like down now against my stiff muscles. Melting in to them, I take the tray and pull it up close on my lap eating at Henry’s direction. I do everything at his direction—hardly able to think for myself.


  “Your trip to Vancouver is over, Clarise.”


  “Vancouver?”


  “What other excuse could I create to absent you from your life than a sudden trip to see your ailing sister.”


  “Ailing sister?”


  “She’s fine.”


  “But she lives in Vermont.”


  “No one knows that.”


  I hardly know that. My relationship with Nan is not close, and keeping up with her latest whereabouts has been next to impossible the last three years. If I’m a bit of a flake myself, she’s ten times worse. Though it does make a good excuse for a trip, I suppose. Even Ziggy wouldn’t suspect foul play when Nan’s involved. I wonder how Henry knew this.


  “So I suppose she’s fine right now.” I manage a little sarcasm, and he doesn’t even flinch.


  “The story is up to you,” he says. “But I think you can safely rejoin your life without too many wrinkles.”


  “Except this one.”


  “A wrinkle here? Why I thought you enjoyed your stay.”


  Now he’s mocking me. He knows how this time with him will confuse me long after I’m back pedaling my bike.


  I eat roast beef, potatoes and carrots that have been cooked together in a tangy sauce, which floats delicately about my mouth. The fact that this meal actually smells and tastes like real warm food, the fact that I feel civilized and human, that I drink from a glass and use a napkin to wipe my mouth makes me wonder what price I’m going to pay for this great pleasure. I’ve had to struggle for each small indulgence I’ve enjoyed since I came here. This luxury seems criminal.


  “How long have I been gone?” I ask.


  “Long enough to experience some of the surrender you seemed to have craved.”


  “And in days?”


  He looks at me suspiciously. “Maybe you’re asking too many questions. Maybe you should be careful or I’ll put you in bonds for another ten.”


  “Ten days?”


  “To be exact, today’s the tenth, and you’ll only have half of it with me.”


  I ponder that finally saying, “I’m not sure I’ll know how to live.”


  “I’m sure you’ll figure it out once you get that bike of yours back under your butt.”


  I squirm on my sore behind and wonder how that will feel. I hadn’t realized the toll my many whippings have taken on my ass—let alone the rest of my well-worked flesh.


  “Finish up, Clarise,” he says, “and I’ll take you home.”


  



  

  Chapter Ten


  


  I walk out on a Sunday afternoon, seeing daylight for the first time in ten days, having to squint in order to withstand the intensity of this summer sun. The fire on my skin makes it crawl with need—as though I need that lash on me. Do I dare wonder if I’m missing its effect?


  Nothing in my life is worse off for my absence. Work breezed by without me. Seems I was hardly missed. The messages from my favorite clients were sweet but brief.


  Alan—I was all geared up for something special—try you again when you’re home.


  Rico—that’s the shits spending your vacation with a sick relative. Kisses.


  Joseph—I hope Nan’s better. We’re still on for the 29th. Call me when you get back.


  And then one heartfelt message from Henry, personally spoken to my replacement delivery person, Randy, “tell her, I’ll be looking forward to her return.” What a bastard! An inspired one, yes. But still a bastard. But then, am I no less conniving and ruthless? Haven’t I just been bested in my own game?


  I play my return low-key, not even calling Ziggy right off—because I can’t figure out what I’m going to tell her. I’m afraid, despite all the ways we cajole and tease about our love lives that this would be going too far for her. I’m not sure it wasn’t too far for me. My remembrance is both rousing and annoying. Though I felt no anger at the time of my capture, I’m finding fresh bursts of rage as I realize what Henry Thornton had the gall to do to me. I’m ready to walk into the police station and spill out my story with all the vulgarities graphically told pointing a finger at the perpetrator, happy to see the bastard arrested, prosecuted and hung.


  But there’s about as much chance of my turning him in as there is turning in my mother for spanking my butt as a kid.


  A few days later, I think my obsession is gone—at least there is nothing in my crotch gnawing at me the way it was before my capture. Getting used to my skin again, and real fresh air, and the feel of my ass on the seat of my bike, there is little but contentment within me. Rico sees me and says I’m spacey. Alan suggests that I must have gotten some rest because I look so peaceful. I look in the mirror and see myself in a broader sense—as though I’ve expanded while in the act of being made humble and very small. I take nothing for granted—yes, I’ve been released from prison and should be grateful that I have been. Freedom is exhilarating. But when I think of prison again, the sound of the word swims in me. The reality of confinement toys with my brain so that my crotch feels ticklish and needy. I now have an enormous secret I can share with no one. Carrying it with me every day exhilarates me more than I want to admit.


  Perhaps the obsession has not died, or perhaps its been transformed into a real and honest desire.


  When I enter the tobacco shop for the first time after my ordeal, Henry makes no mention of our time in his basement—as though it didn’t happen. Seeing him from across the counter, he doesn’t seem nearly as ominous as he did rising over me in my sequestered cubicle—maybe he wasn’t even there, and it was his evil twin who kidnapped me.


  I’m scared to ask.


  Our lives move beyond that time, returning to the same rituals of smiles, glib chatter and waves goodbye; though there is something bittersweet and haunting in the remembrance, which passes through me every time I’m near the man or smell the aroma of fresh tobacco, or even ride by his shop.


  A week later, the sexual urges in my body begin to resume their more normal character. They are newly colored with this experience so that I begin to feel the obsession again, slowly, deliberately, arising easily to take the same prominent place it had before I was swept up and taken to Henry’s dungeon. I’m more scared this time, afraid of what the obsession might lead me to do. I am not, however, following Henry’s women, spying on him, or peeking into his life to see what juicy morsels of sexual deviancy I can find. And yet, with the way my mind works I’m worried that I’ll start in with behavior even more perilous.


  Joseph is the last of the regular lovers that I reunite with. Though, he was the first I called when I got home, he was on a trip himself and I discovered that I’d have to wait days before I could see him again.


  Of course, I can’t tell him anything, though I want to confess it all—reveal every inspired and vile horror that was done to me and see how he responds. We cut so close to these sadomasochistic rituals in our sexplay. I can’t believe he would be repulsed—but the kidnap, the imprisonment, the whippings, the crudity of my slavish station… would that be more than he could handle? I’ve never thought of Joseph as a crude man. I can’t imagine how he’d handle these facts.


  I won’t breathe a word.


  I get a summons to Joseph’s office late on Tuesday. It’s been over a week since my return, and he’s finally home.


  I’m so anxious to see him that my hands tremble when I first see the assignment in my box. Everything but the thought of his body pressed to mine vanishes from my brain—as though it’s completely empty. The memory of my days with Henry suddenly vanishes the way a dreams slips the mind after it’s dreamt; and even a good hunt and peck through the brain won’t bring it back. It would probably be a good idea if the memory was forgotten altogether, but the amnesia is short-lived. The instant I walk into Joseph’s office building, the whole scene returns to my mind—I’m in a total mind warp, thinking that as I enter, I’ll be entering Henry’s basement—not this staid brokerage firm. Of course, this makes no sense.


  I shake off the weird déjà vu, and plastering a smile on my face, greet my favorite lover.


  “Hey!” My face beams, seeing his radiate such warmth. “Must have been working on your tan?”


  “Just a day sailing.” He holds out his arms and we hug—something that rarely happens when we are both working. Abruptly, however, he pulls away and I step back the appropriate distance. “You ready for Friday?”


  “Friday?”


  “Our weekend? Don’t you dare forget—or the consequences could be quite unpleasant.”


  I’m instantly wondering what those consequences might be, but I won’t ask.


  “I guess it’s kind of snuck up on me but I’ll be ready.”


  “Good. I’ll pick you up at four o’clock. Get out of the city before the traffic gets too bad. Think you can be ready?”


  “Sure. I’ll go in early Friday morning—can’t really miss work after my trip to Vancouver.”


  “And how was Vancouver?”


  “I really didn’t see much. I had to stay in Nan’s basement most of the time,” I slid right into my lie with little anxiety, “but she’s better.”


  “Good.” He stares at me as though he’s looking at me for the first time—I mean that first real inspection you make of someone you like—when they are not aware that you’re looking. He has a puzzled sort of expression on his face. “You seem more relaxed than I’ve seen you in some time.”


  Ah, the effects are still visible. “Really?”


  “At least more so than you were just before you left. You were turning into a real basket case.”


  “I was?”


  “You were, trust me.”


  “Hummm.” I have no reply to that remark.


  “So, pack light, Clarise. You won’t be wearing much while we’re there.”


  “Oh?”


  “Lots of surprises.”


  “I can’t wait.” I’m backing out of the office with a parcel he wants delivered to a brokerage down the street, biting my lip, feeling embarrassed for reasons I don’t now understand. Since Joseph doesn’t call me back, or give me a goodbye hug, I’m off, left to more speculation and a little fear. You’d think after all I’ve been through, I’d be immune to sexual fear, but maybe this fear isn’t sexual.


  


  ***


  


  I’m feeling captured again—but in a liberating sort of way. Joseph picked me up at four o’clock on the dot. He was running late so he called, asking me to come down to the lobby with my luggage so he wouldn’t have to park and ring the bell. I was there on the curb when his car pulled up. Nestling into the bucket seat, I leaned back, relishing the fresh views of the countryside twenty minutes later. I haven’t been in this direction in nearly a year; and it seems as though everything is new and freshly sculpted for my eyes.


  The day is warm and the top of his Fiat is down; the wind whipping through my messy hair.


  We don’t talk much, but he often holds my hand, or runs his fingers along my thigh and under my skirt.


  “Panties on?” he suddenly asks, an hour into the trip.


  “Yes. Little ones.”


  “Take them off for me, I want to feel your snatch.”


  “Sure.”


  I wiggle a bit and finally get them off, stuffing them into my purse. By now, my skirt’s pulled up nearly around my waist, and when I try to pull it down, Joseph frowns. “Leave it there.”


  Okay. So, we’ll have a little exhibition here. He already has my legs wide apart, his hand diving toward my wetness. I only get juicier as I realize the possibility for exposure.


  “Hummm.” He prods a finger between my labia and presses firmly on the bud, then eases his way along what’s become a very hard little shaft. My clitoris is so engorged that it’s almost the size of my baby finger. I lean back and let him work me, wondering if I’ll cum. But then, just the freedom of this lazy late afternoon makes the whole trip worth the price. The long angled sun, the wind in my face, rippling through my cunt, tossing my hair into a tangled mess—my heart’s ecstatic. When a passing trucker stares down at my half-nakedness and sees the hand playing with the hot snatch, I look up and smile to lure him in. Maybe we’ll pull off the road and screw.


  But then the car drives on, and the trucker pulls away, and we zoom out of sight, taking a right fork down a wide country road as I hit a clenching peak—belly grinding on Joseph’s hand.


  “Ooo, my………” I drift then glance once at Joseph to see him smiling at me—and then a second time, as he stares ahead, his eyes seriously fixed on the declining light before us. The sun has gone behind a cloud—the sun behind our backs, and a river of grey darkness proceeds ahead undulating over rolling rural hills, which remind me of the curves of a woman reclining on her side. Now when the wind hits the wet hole between my legs it chills the steamy portal. I finally pull down my skirt in a presentable way while Joseph glances at me snickering mirthfully as though he’s keeping secrets.


  I’d like to rest my head in his lap, lazily take his limp penis until it’s fully erect and have his seed spill on my mouth so it runs down my chin. I imagine Joseph would like that, too, but the damn car wheel is tucked too close to his lap, and I’m stuck with my fantasy. It’s a good one to drift on—so I let that happen until I’m suddenly jerked awake when the car abruptly halts.


  “We’re there?” I wonder, pulling myself from the sleepy dreamstate.


  “Almost.”


  We’re at the head of the drive, where Joseph steps from the car and pulls open a wrought-iron gate. Embedded in the thick stone pillar on the right side, the sign reads, Linehard Lodge.


  “You’ve been here before?”


  “I own it,” he says flatly.


  This information leaves me speechless.


  With Joseph back in the car, we drive into the property along a narrow lane enshrined by trees on either side. It’s nearly night inside the veiled canopy, while overhead the sky’s still blue between the tiny silhouettes of dark leaves. The chill that began in my crotch, initially inspired by the wind, resumes, soon crawling up my back, leaving a spidery trail of fear I’m sure will clutch my heart if I don’t force it back.


  When the Tudor lodge appears I shrivel more into the bucket seat until I think I just might disappear into the leather. That would be more comforting than stepping from the car, but it appears I have no choice. We’ve stopped. Joseph has climbed from his seat and is about to open my door.


  “Why the look?” he asks.


  “Because I think I’m stepping into a vampire movie,” I candidly answer.


  “Your imagination is too fertile,” he chuckles.


  I don’t think so. The lodge is forbiddingly dark—albeit the evening shadows seem to have swallowed any mirthful sun, and the gathering clouds, greying it more, augment the stucco and brown framing. Its roofline peaks at a ferocious pitch, and a round turret on one side suggests that there are women perpetually imprisoned inside. There are even wrought


  iron bars on the turret window.


  I smile nervously as Joseph extends his hand to help me from the car.


  “I’ve always found it beautiful.”


  “Then you have a strange sense of beauty.”


  He hugs my arm as we walk up the steps and that calms me.


  I can’t say I like the Old World interior, but it is fascinating to view—strange combination, I think. It’s obviously a hunting lodge but bears the influence of Frank Lloyd Wright and the roaring 20’s, with thick hardwoods, and a smattering of Victorian fussiness and Tiffany-styled stained glass. In the foyer alone hang the heads of an elk and two deer—one with an eight-point rack. My father would be impressed. I don’t know what to think. The feral energy of this place seems to leap out and grab my crotch. Hadn’t realized how erotic these sorts of surroundings might be.


  “Who the hell decorated the place?” I ask as I try to get control of my suddenly ignited arousal.


  “My grandmother. She was a little unusual.”


  As though that isn’t glaringly apparent.


  “Real slut,” he goes on.


  “Joseph! Your grandmother?”


  “Oh, yes,” he exclaims admiringly. “Joanna Linehard. She used to write erotic stories that she’d give to her lovers and friends. One of her favorite devotees translated them into French and had them published in 1927. That’s her.” He points to a generously sized oil painting on the staircase landing. Joseph’s grandmother—at the vibrant age of twenty—is wearing a diaphanous gown of white against a creamy complexion, while in a cascade of color, her brilliantly auburn hair flows past her shoulders. Bosomy and voluptuous, there’s little doubt that this woman’s libido is vast. Seeing her as the object of lust that she was, the painter exposed her wantonness, allowing her pert nipples to peek from underneath the gown. And there’s a deliberately darkened triangle at her thighs where her legs meet in a beguiling and very beckoning “V”.


  “Her house parties were notorious extravagances—bootlegged liquor, opium, nudity, fornication—and some nastiness in the basement.”


  I shrivel back. There’s that basement thing again. Though, I’m sure it could be nothing like Henry’s basement—maybe that’s only wishful thinking. Maybe it’s everything like Henry’s basement and I’ll get what I want without having to go back to my tobacco king. My mind reels on too rapidly…


  “What kind of nastiness?” I ask.


  His eyes twinkle, one even winks my way. “We’ll go there later.”


  “Not now?”


  “No. I have a lot more to show you.”


  I follow Joseph through the house, through one room after another, each sumptuously dark in the hues of animal hides and old wood, reeking of that musky smell found most often in old ladies’ houses. Makes me wonder if Joanna Linehard is still walking the corridors, and if I might see her ghostlike loveliness this side of the grave. I swear there are elements in the air stroking my arm as I pass from one room to the next. The kitchen is the only room that seems to have some life at all. It has been modernized and doesn’t bear the heavy weight of one hundred years of pleasure.


  Finally moving up the staircase, my apprehension begins to subside—though I really wonder if it’s not the atmosphere climbing inside my body so I can no longer distinguish the time, the year, or even pertinent facts about myself. Transmuted by the essence of this dark decadence, I am being lured by something I’ve never experienced before and giving up myself to what it’s telling me about my desire. This is not too much different than the feelings I had in the tobacco shop when I lay inert on Henry’s narrow cot and stared around at his leather gear. Perhaps the comparison is even more apt when I’m startled to see a series of bridles and bits hanging on one upstairs corridor wall as a decoration.


  “Odd place to store tack?” I remark.


  “Grandmother was a little odd.”


  “Do you think she ever wore one?”


  Joseph steps back and stares at me with a mystified look in his eyes. “Why would you think that?”


  I shrug. “Fellow I know makes bridles and harnesses for people.”


  “Really? Humm. But these do look like the real thing,” he mentions as he runs his fingers over one.


  Damn, Clarise, why did you have to mention that?


  “Although that is an interesting thought,” he continues, “seems I ran across a magazine once…” He thinks back trying to remember where, but gives it up. “As far as these go? Who knows? I’ve never seen anything mentioned about that sort of sexual fantasy in her stories, but my grandmother certainly had plenty of quirks and fascinations.” He chuckles. “Maybe she used to bridle her male lovers and ride them around the house.”


  “Then you suppose she was sexually dominant?”


  “I know she was everything. At least if her stories accurately depict her sexual tastes.


  “You’ve read them?”


  “Yes. There’s a tattered volume in the library—had to learn French just to decipher the thing.”


  “And when did you do that?”


  “When I was thirteen,” he laughs at himself. “Pretty good reading for an adolescent who needs a good sexual fix to get off. I’d sneak down here in the middle of the night with my French/English dictionary inside my pants, plop down in the old chair, drag out my dick and muddy my way through Joanna’s stories until I found something that really hit—which was most of the time. Then I’d be getting off.”


  “Ever get caught?”


  “Never. I come from a long line of sound sleepers. I did have one close call when my brother found the volume laying out on the desk. He held it up in front of the family with this silly sneer on his face while he was looking directly at me, and said, ‘shouldn’t be leaving this out, Joey.’ If I’d had my wits about me I could have intimated it right back on him, but I blushed so much, everyone knew.”


  “So, how did you know about the book in the first place?”


  “Everyone knew about Joanna’s little pink book of stories—one of those family secrets that’s not much of a secret. I’ll show it to you later.”


  He’s planning a lot for later.


  As my anticipation mounts, I’m wondering what the hell he’s going to do next. But I don’t ask, and I don’t get cross, even though I’m feeling that way. Too much anticipation, I get anxiously bitchy like I am now. My gawd, I need to fuck!


  “This is grandmother’s bed,” Joseph tells me as we enter an enormous bedroom on the front side of the house. As I compute the distance it would seem to be quite close to the turret and I don’t like that. “I want you to sleep here,” he tells me.


  “And you, too?”


  “No. I think I’ll sleep across the hallway the old-fashioned way and come sneak into your room by candlelight and rape you.”


  I don’t think he’s kidding.


  Moving into Joanna’s room, I survey the space—seeing only half the intricacies of the ornate room. The bed is massive, its corners flanked by tall sentinels of mahogany cut from straight tall trees; the great post toward the ceiling where a canopy of silk and velvet floats above. Like the rest of the house, Joanna’s bedroom shares the colors of the woods—the forest green, the rusty browns, the muted tones of raspberries and claret grapes. While I gape in awe, Joseph sets my bag on an old chest, and then goes directly toward the closet, pulling out a red silk wrapper. I turn my attention to him.


  “Wear this.”


  He’s sort of odd again, as though there’s a darkness sweeping over him, supplanting the jocular host he’s been so far. He’s as horny as I am, and now moving us toward the sexual reason why I’m here. Couldn’t be happier myself.


  I’m sure this wrapper was not Joanna’s—by now her clothes would be too tattered to wear—but this robe is not new. I’m immediately drawn to the Chinese print as the slippery fabric slides along my skin.


  “Chinese silk you can hardly find it anymore,” he says, noting the way I lose myself in its rich feel. “I’ll meet you downstairs when you’ve freshened up. The bath is through there.” He points to a far door, “Why don’t you climb in? It’s the old-fashioned kind I think you’ll like. Most women find it very feminine.” He says that with a knowing twinkle in his eye, then leaves me shuddering in the center of the room, the red Chinese wrapper dangling off my hands, trailing like a pool of blood against the floor.


  I don’t like being left alone—but here I am. Move! I tell myself when my feet seem stuck to the carpet. When they finally follow orders, I go directly to the bath, figuring that it can’t possibly be as frightening as the rest of the house. Certainly a soak in warm water will soothe my nerves.


  I’m in luck!


  By the time I get over the immediate shock of the old-fashioned tiled bathroom, I’m so excited that my immediate fears have fled.


  The pedestal tub sits on a platform inside a sculpted alcove in one corner of the room, flanked on either side by black drapes—which correspond to the tiny art deco pattern of black and white square tiles that cover the floor and walls. Joseph’s lined a shelf around the enormous tub with candles; and has left long-stick matches where I can easily find them. With the candles burning, I extinguish the overhead light; and, having removed my clothes and drawn a hot bath, sink inside the bubbly water. The smell of roses rises from the silky liquid, and as I pour brandy from a crystal decanter into a matching goblet, the scent reminds me of the wealth that made this luxury real. One sip—the liquor burns in my throat while the vapors rise into my head, leaving me instantly drunk—at the very least, woozy.


  I want to cum but can’t make the effort to do so. My body feels too weak. Instead, I lazily float down into the water—my hair drifting around my face. I see my cunt pop from the surface with the small tuft of brown hair wafting in little ringlets within the frothy bubbles. The warm water and the cool of the air play with my little mound as it bobs freely. I think I might just get off without having to lay a hand on myself.


  Drifting comes easily, mindlessness seems to take charge. I rise only to gulp another swig of brandy, then I’m back to let the water cozy in around me once again. After a while, time disappears and I’m pleasantly no where at all. Though as the bubbles begin to vanish and the water cools, I realize that eventually I’ll have to get out.


  I have to brave the rest of the house, and Joseph, and maybe even his basement. Do I want all that? Am I ready? I don’t have an answer.


  Though, if I weren’t ready, would it matter? I’m in the woods, smack in the middle of nowhere—as imprisoned inside these walls as I was when I was bound by Henry’s ropes.


  I’m feeling sexual and slavish—these states of being seem inseparable now. Maybe they always have been.


  Once I’m dry, pampered with rose-scented cream, and gliding downstairs in my red silk wrapper, I find my fear again. Along with my arousal, this is a dangerous concoction.


  “Hi!” I try sounding relaxed when I find Joseph huddled with a book in the main parlor. “Reading French smut?”


  “Yes, in fact I am,” he holds up the faded pink volume for me to see.


  “May I look?”


  I wish I’d paid more attention to my French class in high school, since I can only make out a few words. Since none connect, Joanna’s stories don’t mean a lick to me.


  “Sorry, I guess I’ve lost the language. Maybe you could translate.”


  Joseph takes back the book, and after thumbing through the pages, lights on one particular story.


  “Humm. Perhaps we could try this tonight.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Bedroom of Surprises,” he says, looking up at me. There’s a hallow space in the large room where we sit, with a single lamp to illuminate the room. Almost feels as though he’s telling ghost stories. Maybe he is. “First person narrative,” he notes. “Makes me think Joanna tried this one herself.”


  “What’s it say?”


  At first, he looks as though he’s going to tell me, but then he abruptly stops. “No, I think we will play this right out of the book. We’ll have dinner, and then…” There a whimsical look on his face, and I’m thoroughly entranced—a lot less scared and very aroused. The flutter in my tummy hasn’t disappeared, and I’m definitely wet between my thighs; all that simply feeds my lust. If I stay in this house long enough, I might start feeling like Joanna did in the stairwell picture.


  Joseph moves me through dinner feeding me the best crabmeat casserole I’ve ever eaten, and a Caesar salad.


  “You made this yourself?”


  “No. I have a French chef nearby who comes in and cooks for me when I ask.”


  “And translates the passages you can’t read?”


  He just laughs.


  Aphrodisiac food—all of it—including the Belgium chocolates and the brandy-soaked fruit for dessert. The sensations are so strong that by the time Joseph pulls a gold rope out from underneath the table, I’m about to orgasm. Everything he’s offered feeds me, both what’s ingested and what works directly on my physical imagination.


  I rise as he orders, and grasp my hands behind my back. Slipping the silky cord over my wrists, he then draws it tight to bind them firmly.


  “Hurt?”


  “No.”


  “Close your eyes,” he orders next.


  A blindfold follows, carefully pulled from out of nowhere as though he’s a magician pulling rabbits from a hat. As the black satin slides over my eyes, I settle excitedly into my blindness, feeling my body ache press even more keenly at the base of my ass.


  Surprising and disturbing me, the next bonds are at my mouth and throat. I can’t see what he’s using, but it fills the space so adequately I can’t imagine anything larger fitting inside. While my jaw stretches to accommodate the gag and I submit to this without fighting, something inside me is beginning to answer back.


  Joseph eases me when he strokes my shoulders and speaks. “I know this isn’t easy.” Oh, if he only knew what I’ve already been through. “But remember how you enjoy everything I give you, Clarise. You never deny me anything. You always know that I have your pleasure in mind. This will be rough, but you will love it all.”


  Yes, of course I will, I try telling myself. If he’s looking for some sign of resignation, I’m sure he senses none. I’m too anxious to feel at ease.


  Joseph leads me through the house to the stairs, where we slowly climb to the second floor. One half flight up, just as the stairway turns, he pushes me face forward against the wall so that my nose is pressed into the pine-scented paneling. I draw that fragrance inside me, and gain a little grounding energy from the substantial feel of the wood. Resting my left cheek against the cool surface, I become aware of how Joseph speaks to me now—not through words but the action of a rod he holds. I feel the implement drawn along my ankles and then run teasingly up the back of my calves—as I whimper into the gag in reply. Lifting the back of the knee-length wrapper with the end, he finally tucks the material away from my ass, nakedly exposing the flesh. When he taps the rod between my ankles, I part them wide. And as he continues moving the rod between my legs, patting either side with increasing force, I spread myself wider still until I can’t go any further. I’ve never been too very at doing the splits.


  He seems to love this rod, they way he so lovingly whisks it over my body. Its smooth texture and gentle touch should assure me, but I’m afraid of this gentleness—having a sixth sense about what can happen when such an implement strikes hard. I cringe each time he draws it back, shuddering nervously afraid.


  “You’re worried, Clarise,” he notes.


  I am, but I can’t tell him in words. My body is screaming for more, but so afraid of the pain I know will follow.


  “In time, Clarise, in time. Now you need to feel and nothing more—there’s no need to be frightened.”


  There damn well is! I want to cry.


  Joseph pulls me from the wall and we continue up the stairs, the rod at my ankles encouraging my careful steps.


  I’m not familiar with distances in this house to know what bedroom we enter, but I can guess that it is Joanna’s, mine. I smell the lingering fragrance of my bath, and perhaps even my suitcase sitting unpacked on the hefty cedar chest. The clues are small, but my senses have been heightened to make me acutely aware of everything happening around me. Desire lunges ahead as my mind reels with the erotic possibilities.


  My wrists untied, Joseph removes the wrapper and pushes me to the bed where he lays me out with my back against the mattress. My silence screams inside me—the urgency of my body mounting as he binds each of my limbs to one staunch post at the corners of this great monolith. Tucking a pillow beneath my hips, he raises the center of my physical self as though he were displaying me for company. My snatch is wet with sexual dew, still smelling of the sweet cream I massaged into the skin. I catch the essence of that scent now, along with the redolent perfume my sex emits on its own. This mixture seems to settle about me as a cloud of dust would hang in the air.


  My body shifts, my ass revolving on the pillow, my cunt reaching high to find some stimulation—a mouth, a pair of teeth… lips, cock, whip, cane…


  The first I feel is leather—dozens of lashes breaking out on my skin as miniature fires. From breasts to belly, to my quivering knees, the feel of Joseph’s striking lashes moves my inner fires outward to every inch of skin. I’m breathing hard, whimpering through the gag, showing off my arousal like a Vaudevillian bawdy whore as I meet his strikes with my randy cunt, screaming silently, “Yes, yes, hit me harder! Yes!”


  The strikes hit meanly, and then back off. I don’t know what to expect as their random character has me second-guessing wrongly—expecting gentleness when I get pain, and pain when the lashes hit more lightly.


  I want fingers on my clit! I can’t cum without that stimulation. I want a mouth, a cock, anything to get this savage body off. Desperate, seeking, annoyed and even angry, I thrash back and forth until I’m sweating and exhausted.


  The room is stifling. I can hardly breathe.


  In one quiet pause when Joseph stops berating me with his whip, I hear more than just the sound of his body moving around the bed. There are others—though I have no idea how many. The energies conflict as these excited bodies can’t wait to have me.


  I’m ready for them, almost begging, hips rolling about the pillow the way I might hawk myself on some street corner saying, “come on in boys.”


  One brave fellow heeds my invitation. His cock is at the door knocking it down, the head of his spear poised at the opening—for ten seconds teasingly, and then he’s in, driving his shaft as far as it will—until it hurts.


  Gawd yes, more! If I could only scream!


  I holler into the gag, but the sentiment sticks in my throat. What a lecherous villian my lover is!


  What is Joseph doing now? I wonder. That’s about the last real, rational thought I have. I’m being raped.


  One prick finishes with its owner lewdly groaning as his hip grinds on mine; then another one is there. A different size. A different feel. The second one is fuller and shorter than the first; and the third practically ejaculates before he enters. Most of his cream spills out on my thighs—poor guy; and the fourth defiler seems more familiar, Joseph.


  In the middle of the assault, my clit begins to roar and my belly pulses turgidly. The sound effects I issue behind the gag are more real, more like the real screams of cumming.


  The last cock sticks with me for a while, there for those infinite moments of pleasure when, descending into the lowlands on the other side of climax, aftershocks and shifting tremors continue as long as his prong needs my spasming hole.


  I’m rent, ripped and content in the silence that follows. Someone opens a window so there’s something but this humid air on my sweating skin. Though, as my body climbs down from its hot peak, I’m getting chilled.


  Coming to, I figure I’m utterly alone. There’s no movement, no breathing, nothing except the breeze and me and what feels like a hole between my thighs the size of Texas.


  “I haven’t asked too much of you, have I?” Joseph wonders a little anxiously after my gag and blindfold are removed. The ropes binding me to the bed remain.


  “What is too much for me?” I’m not even sure.


  It’s enough of an answer for him.


  “I’m going to release you enough so you can pee in the bucket beside the bed, then I’m going to tie you for the night.”


  “All night?” This is beginning to feel like a softer version of Henry’s basement. Here I’ve stumbled into my obsession—what more could I ask?


  “Yes, Clarise, all night.”


  “You do have a wicked spirit,” I say.


  “I do.” He stares around then settles back to stare at me. “And it’s this house and Joanna—I sometimes think she still lives here. I can feel her. And you feel her in this bed. I’m sure of it.”


  I don’t know when I’ve felt more submissive as Joseph unties three of my limbs. I can move off the bed and squat over the small porcelain belljar he’s brought for my toilet. There’s a remarkable resemblance here to Henry’s red pot. Yet, even in my days with Henry, the overwhelming sensation of being bereft, without, and tiny was not as intense as this. I’m not sure what to do with the feeling. I’m not sure what Joseph wants from me, or where we’re headed. I want to talk about it, but I’m more pent-up with him than I am with Henry.


  I’m scared and so excited I can hardly release my pee.


  “You’re still aroused,” Joseph guesses when he hears no tinkling sound.


  I blush and drop my head, concentrating. Once I manage some results, he makes me stay squatting for another minute—just in case.


  “You’ll be here all night,” he reminds me.


  “I know, I’m all right.”


  Joseph leaves me bound, though on the inside of the sheets with a light summer blanket over the top. I fall asleep quickly.


  



  

  Chapter Eleven


  


  There couldn’t be a more picture perfect Saturday than this brilliant one. Skies are blue, filled with moving puffy clouds and horizons of great swaying trees, their leaf-bedecked arms oscillating as the breeze baffles them with its inconstant currents of air.


  I love this wind in my hair, and the feeling of mirth I enjoyed when I awakened. Joseph and I eat breakfast on the patio. I’m naked. Joseph in a pair of shorts. He’s fixed coffee, a cream-filled pastry, and fluffy scrambled eggs.


  “I didn’t realize how much fucking makes me ravenous,” I exclaim as I douse a bit of pastry with a gulp of coffee.


  He’s been snickering all morning, and finally says, commenting on the night before, “You were beautiful.”


  “Beautiful as in my body, or beautiful getting screwed?”


  “Both.”


  I’ve surprised myself. There’s not one speck of remorse over this—remorse as in conflicting moral values, which would suddenly make me feel guilty, sleazy, or even embarrassed.


  “So, I look good bound?” I’m still trying to get up the courage to talk about Henry and me, though I’m not quite there.


  “Yes, almost as good as you look right now. I think you’ll go sans clothes all day.”


  “That’s perfectly fine with me. As lonely as this place is I don’t imagine I’ll be offending the neighbors.”


  “And should someone show up?” he asks.


  “Then what should I do?” I ask him.


  “Be as rapturously natural as you are now.”


  “And not cover up?”


  “And not cover up,” he confirms. “This is my house. If someone doesn’t like you naked, too bad. They can leave.”


  “Ooo, this is making me horny.”


  “Good. I want you horny.”


  “And a little scared,” I admit, shyly pushing my shoulders together as though I’m trying to hide myself.


  “Don’t do that. Quit hiding. You are who you are. Listen to yourself and you’ll know that.”


  Something sounds very familiar about that statement—in a weird sort of way—but then, though it’s probably good advice, Joseph wouldn’t offer anything else. I am a little afraid of what is in me; and that’s what all my trepidation is about now—and why I’m reluctant to tell him everything about me.


  “I am pretty ballsy,” I confess, “but I’ve never just nakedly exposed myself.”


  “Oh, I disagree,” he counters quickly. “You do it all the time. You’re so nakedly revealing, I’m surprised you have any fear at all—especially about running around without your clothes.”


  “I think you have a far greater vision of my sexual self than I do. I do have hang-ups, Joseph.”


  “I know that too. But they’ll go away.”


  “And how’s that?”


  “Listen to yourself. It’s the best start you can make.” He seems quite satisfied. “So, how are you feeling now?”


  I think for a second, then a randy smile appears on my face. “Very reckless… and energized… and a little raw.”


  “Raw, really?” Moving closer, Joseph reaches into my lap, where I automatically part my thighs so he can burrow a finger into my damp pussy.


  “Ooo, yes,” I lean deeply in the chair, letting my head fall back. I lose any fear as he fingers me toward a climax. The breeze, the warm sun, I’m achingly over the edge so quickly, I’m astounded. What sweeter oblivion could there be?


  Joseph only lets me drift a few seconds before he’s wanting to continue our conversation, so I have to return to the real world.


  “Will you want steak or chicken for dinner?” The voice startles me.


  I immediately sit up straight and open my eyes looking up at a man I’ve never seen before.


  “Clarise, this is Phillipe, my chef.”


  He’s an older man, greying, probably near sixty, but very well put together, like one would think most aging Frenchmen should be. He’s exceeding deferential, but in substance as domineering as the man I’m screwing this weekend. My intuition about this sort of man is becoming quite discerning. And so what do I do now? Politely hold out my hand for him to kiss? I shrivel a little and Joseph notices.


  “Hide yourself like that and I’ll spank you,” he threatens.


  I am self-conscious, and can’t seem to drop my embarrassment. Did Phillipe see me cum?


  “Maybe I’ll go inside,” I say starting to rise.


  “Oh, no you won’t,” Joseph warns me again, this time with a firm hand on my arm and a deadly sort of expression in his eyes.


  “You’re making too much of this, Joseph,” I banter lightly, but he doesn’t like it and clutches my wrist even tighter.


  “We’re going to have steak—at least I am,” he returns to Phillipe. “This one will get bread and water if she doesn’t behave.”


  “Joseph…” I’m whispering as though Phillipe won’t hear me. “This is so silly.”


  “Yes, it is silly,” he agrees. “After last night, I surprised you’re suddenly so spooked. And I don’t like it.”


  I don’t know why the fire in me rises the way it does. Perhaps it is the anger I suppressed last night—or vestiges of what I felt with Henry but never expressed. I try wrenching out of Joseph’s grip with a defiant twist of my arm, only to find myself suddenly flung over his lap with the palm of his hand connecting with the unprotected target of my ass. He levels a good dozen smacks before he pauses, and by then, I’m screaming, my hips doing a fast tango in an effort to get away from the sting.


  Joseph quiets me quickly, “That’s enough!” blared in a voice I’ve never heard from him. He does get my attention fast. Deciding that he won’t let me up until I calm down, I do as I’m told. It’s just as well I’m still lying over his lap considering the way the I’m blushing now. My ears are hot. And not three feet from me, there’s Phillipe, not only having seen my slutty cum, but witness to my punishment.


  “Now behave yourself,” Joseph advises me as he pushes me off. “And sit right here.” Back to Phillipe again he says, “The steak will be fine for both of us, and those whipped potatoes you made the last time I was here.”


  “The asparagus?”


  “Still in season?”


  “I can get it most any season.”


  “Sounds perfect.”


  The gentlemanly chef glances at me, then diverts his eyes to Joseph. “Perhaps next time, you should use a wooden spoon on your brat’s behind when she misbehaves. They’re choice weapons in the cause of female sanity.”


  I bristle unseen at that remark, while Joseph answers, “I’ll keep it in mind.” And with the chef returning to his kitchen Joseph turns to me, “Feeling miserable?”


  “Sideswiped,” I snap a little too much.


  “Do you have a real problem with what I did?” His earnestness is getting to me the way it always does.


  “I suppose not.”


  Somehow, I figure he’s taking our relationship to another level, one step more intense, one step deeper. Isn’t this what I want?


  “Do you love me, Joseph?” I suddenly ask.


  He looks at me surprised. “Of course I do. I wouldn’t put up with you otherwise.”


  “Put up with me? What’s that mean?”


  “That I love you, Clarise. I’ve been falling in love with you for months. I’m surprised you didn’t know.”


  I can’t help my smile, or another blush of embarrassment, though this one comes from a very different feeling. No one’s fallen in love with me for years.


  “Why haven’t you told me before?”


  “Probably for the same reason you haven’t told me you love me.”


  “I haven’t?”


  “No.”


  “I guess I just don’t ever say that to my lovers.”


  “It’s half of who you are. Maybe it’s time you recognized that.”


  There’s something familiar in that comment also.


  The rest of the day we’re together, walking his grounds. I remain unclothed, discovering how easy it is to sense the forest when I’m nude, when leaves and branches brush against me, or poke my cheek, or tickle my crotch; or my feet sink into the damp earth as though I’ll disappear inside it. Being horny takes on new meaning. My body emotes pleasure. And every touch of Joseph’s hand, or thigh, or arm on me is infused with meanings I never thought of before. Love.


  Is this really the big “L” word come to life?


  When Phillipe’s steak melts in my mouth, I’m not surprised. There is nothing that could be more prefect than this day. Even being spanked doesn’t seem as mortifying as it did when it happened. Its effects were peculiar, arousing; and the hot heat on my ass felt downright wonderful when I stop to think about it.


  “We have just one more day,” Joseph announces as we sit back in his overstuffed parlor chairs with mugs of creamy coffee in our hands.


  “Yes, the real world,” I sigh.


  “I thought you might like a tour of the rest of the house this evening.”


  “When it’s dark?” I ask. My trepidation must be apparent.


  “You’re still scared?”


  “Of course, I’m scared,” I don’t blurt out. I know there is so much more here that speaks to my obsession. But answering Joseph, all I manage to say is, “I like the sunshine better.”


  “There’s nothing to fear here, except maybe your own imagination. Come on, I’ll show you.”


  We walk upstairs, the house now nearly black with night. Only a few lights burn. As we pass that familiar spot on the stairs where Joseph toyed with me last night, I can’t help the shiver of remembrance that shoots up my spine.


  When we get to Joanna’s room, he pulls open the closet and removes a diaphanous silk gown in a lustrous shade of white.


  “If I didn’t know better I’d think this was what Joanna was wearing in the painting.”


  “That one certainly disintegrated long ago. But this one is just as beautiful. I didn’t want you to get a chill. Some of the rooms here feel awfully dank, even during a warm summer.”


  I tend to agree, feeling my bones chilling just as he says that.


  Immersed in the silk, I’m hardly sure what I feel—like Joanna would, or myself. I never would have thought I’d like the feel of anything so delicate. It’s almost as though the silk’s not there at all, and then, it’s very real, teasingly skirting my body, clinging inside my ass and along my thighs. I gaze down at my breasts seeing them appear almost as though I weren’t wearing anything at all. My pinched nipples poke right out like tiny daggers. I’m afraid they’ll tear through the surface.


  “How’s that?” he asks as he steps away to view me.


  What the hell do I say now?


  Joseph doesn’t wait for a response, but leads me by the hand, further down the upstairs hall. We poke our head inside each room and he has some little fact to report about what went on in that bedroom. Most of his stories sound like pieces of Joanna’s book of erotica. Finally at the turret room, I am amazed to find it empty.


  “Was this never furnished?” I wonder aloud.


  “Only with pillows and mattresses.”


  “Orgies,” I conclude. I can still see bodies writhing on the floor, and hear the screams and laughter of cumming women, the bellowing of a man as he deposits himself in some grabbing twat.


  “From what I understand, Joanna would come here alone and begin to toy with herself. Then one by one she’d be joined by her lovers until the room was lined with bodies. Once the orgy had begun, she would slip away without saying a word.” He’s silent for a moment, then says, “What she really wanted was that one right man. But she never found him.”


  “It’s every woman’s dream, Joseph. One man.”


  “Even yours.”


  “Yes,” I say sighing.


  “Patience, Clarise.”


  I wish he could turn that statement into a commitment. He acts as though he loves me, but makes no promises.


  Moving out of the turret room, we retreat down the hall, descending the staircase to the main floor. I see everything I haven’t already seen—a small parlor where Joanna would eat breakfast with her favorite lover of the hour; the kitchen, where the aroma of Phillipe’s cooking lingers from dinner, and then to the basement door where we move down a treacherous flight of creaky steps. Until we hit bottom, I think I’m suspended in some teenage horror flick—about to hear eerie music begin to play. If I were smart at all, I’d be hightailing it out of here. But once Joseph turns on an overhead light, the scary feeling disappears.


  The basement walls are made of stone; and the same dark wood rafters used throughout the upstairs arch overhead. There’s a fruit cellar, a large wine rack and a dank room at the very end where my trained eyes see the remnants of the sex games played here. A dozen eyebolts at different heights assault my eyes because I know what they are intended for. Some have chains dangling from them, others do not.


  “Suppose it got a little risky here,” I suggest.


  “I think so. Joanna had few limits in her sex play. Perhaps you’d like to see the album.”


  A small leather book the size of a woman’s diary appears in his hand.


  “Where did this come from?”


  “Found it wedged in the walls a few years ago—my secret. I leave it down here, sort of goes with the mood.” He opens the aging cover gently as the leather spine is turning to dust with age. “Someone had the temerity to record their sessions here.”


  Woah! The images leap out at me from tiny black and white photographs. I trip backwards in time—again, the stone suddenly crawling with life, seething, breathing real bodies…women chained to the walls, looking coyly over their shoulders, waiting for a whip to strike… then some sassy broad on all fours of her 20’s styled dress flung over her ass, leaving two white cheeks exposed. She bats her lashes sassily, and I can see the cane strike her flesh… and how she winces… and then pouts… her pretty ass shivering as she accepts the dire abuse, while my cunt, seventy years later, clutches in reply.


  Moving from photograph to photograph, my eyes record another time and attitude, of times that were sexually free. I wonder how easy it was to find those who’d strip away so much propriety, and become as sexually consumed as Joanna. I would have found it heaven here—no judgments, no entanglements with guilt, only pleasure.


  The final photograph in Joseph’s book is twice the size of the tiny ones and mounted on a cardboard plate, though it’s still pasted to the page like all the others. In this last, a woman hangs in the center of the stonewalled room—literally hangs, her feet inches above the ground, her dress torn and dangling. Three naked men inspect her above and below fervently taking her to some ecstasy, the imprint of that clearly appearing on her face. I see them move, the way her muscles strain to hold herself, the way her deep cunt clenches as it’s probed with fingers and a thick wooden phallus that one of her tormentors holds. I’ll bet he shoved it in her ass.


  “What do you want from here, Clarise?” Joseph asks me as we stare at the last image in his picture book.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Oh, yes, you do. Quit hiding behind your delusions.” I feel his hot breath on my neck and it makes me uncomfortable.


  “Delusions? What would they be?” I try to back away, but there’s no where to go with my back to the wall and Joseph between the exit and me.


  “You’re not getting everything you need.”


  “Maybe not.”


  “You can’t go running around your world taking chances with yourself. You need to listen to what your dreams are saying, go where you’re happiest.” He speaks so rightly, but the words stick in my brain. They inhabit me, haunt me. I’ve heard them spoken a hundred times inside my head.


  “I don’t know,” I say again. “I could be tied like this, you know.”


  “I know that. Is that what you want?”


  The sounds are getting softer in the basement with the cold stone dampening the air.


  “I-I can’t quite say.”


  “Do you want me to get my rope?”


  I can hardly think now. I’m sure I can’t breathe. It’s the picture, and the time, and the randy hanging woman in my thoughts. My heart beats—I feel it in my chest more strongly as it pumps blood rapidly to my temples. Something savage raids my crotch, like a thundering hoard of barbaric marauders laying waste to any sexual restraint.


  “Do you want the rope? Clarise,” Joseph repeats.


  “Yes,” I whisper so quietly I wonder if I really want him to hear my answer. But he does.


  And I’m left for thirty seconds while he finds a thick coil of hemp. Throwing the loose end over a beam above us, he captures that end as it descends into our faces.


  “You’re sure?” he asks.


  “No, I’m not,” I say. But of course I am. This is what I’ve been asking for. But he wants me to choose.


  I consider my answer, wondering if I should take it back. Seconds tick off as though there’s a bell tolling somewhere in the rafters above our heads. I can’t dally. He wants an answer. His face is filled with firm conviction, Joseph’s eyes having grown so spectacularly distant I want to reach out to him, bring him back with me.


  “Hold on to the rope, Clarise.”


  “Hold it?”


  “In your hands, feel the sensations wash over you.”


  “They are in me,” I say breathlessly as I clutch his heavy hemp inside my fingers. “You won’t tie me?” I ask, while trying to figure why now is so different than my days with Henry, or being bound to the bed last night.


  “Not unless you ask.”


  I clutch the rope even higher, as though I want to hang in the middle of the room joining my sister soul from seventy years ago. Joseph backs off, and when I knows he’s near again, I see the tail end of a braided whip tossed absently about my feet. Under the silk, I’m shuddering with the madness of indecision. I can’t say the words and I don’t know why.


  The whip cracks, and I expect it to fire a line of pain down my back, but it hits the floor instead, then bounces off the wall on either side of me, and wraps a rafter with two feet at the very end. He then comes to me, running the sweet-smelling braid over my silk-covered shoulder, to my nose, where I breathe in a fragrance strong enough to make me drunk. Then he slowly draws the handle down my back while four feet of braid trail idly alongside my neck.


  “Your frustration looks foolish,” he whispers to me.


  These words, these miserable words. Don’t tell me that! I want to scream.


  “Listen, Clarise.”


  No! I shriek inside myself. Go away, go away, go away!


  Strolling around me as though he has a lifetime, or at least the night to execute his plans, Joseph leers at me domineeringly, eyes devilish, mouth firm, jaw clipped. His whip acts as my seducer, taunting me each time he drags the leather along my skin… and up my thigh… and across my belly to catch at my crotch where it spits my labia, then draws it deliberately along the side of my nubile bud. Even through the silk, my warm nectar soothes the way as it slides easily along its meandering path. Radiating from that expectant spot, a river of vibration pulses like a current sent through water.


  When he suddenly presses the handle of his whip at my anal cleft, I lurch forward. Almost knocked off balance, I regain my equilibrium using that handle as a guide.


  “Patience, Clarise.”


  Like Poe’s raven, his words keep rapping at my brain, driving into me like that bird’s beak drives into prey.


  I want that fat end of the whip forced inside my cunt, I want to ride it, while I’m dangling off these rafters. I want it shoved and pushed and rammed into my ass, driven like a stake right through to my heart.


  I’m crying—just little, stupid tears. I am pissed. With everything, especially me.


  “Patience,” he says again.


  “Don’t say that!” I spit out. The handle presses hard toward its goal. I hang on tightly to the rope, wishing I were bound; but not, I’m only halfway toward my obsession. I can’t let go. His words don’t stop repeating in my brain.


  “And why not?” Joseph retorts. I know he’s laughing at me now. He should. I’m being pretty stupid. But I can’t end my panic.


  Before I can answer him, he backs off, whip and all—the leather disappearing.


  “I thought you were ready, Clarise. I guess I was wrong.”


  I’m looking at his face, straight on. He’s totally sincere without any trace of derision that he would use if he were like Henry. No. He’s simply stating facts.


  “Perhaps you’re tired and it’s time for bed.”


  I think that’s so, but I still can’t let go of the rope. I want to change my mind. My thoughts scream with that, but it doesn’t happen.


  Joseph leaves me in his basement, alone. A single light burning. When I can finally free my body from this bizarre restraint, I run from the room, up the stairs, down the hall, up the second flight and slam Joanna’s door behind me.


  Despite my anxious flight, there is no escape. I’m in the house surrounded by sexual inferences, and sexual artifacts, and mysteries that make my cunt so ravenous I think I could never feed it.


  It’s nearly midnight now, and though I would love to fall asleep in a man’s arms, I can’t bring myself to go to Joseph and apologize for being crazy. It’s easier to lie restlessly in this big, broad, bounding bed of lust and attempt to get some sleep.


  


  ***


  


  When I finally come down for breakfast, Joseph’s on the porch stirring coffee.


  “Sleep well?” he asks politely.


  “Of course not,” I say.


  “Want to talk about it?”


  “No.”


  “Sure?”


  “Yes, I’m very sure.”


  “Then perhaps you want to go home?” he suggests.


  “Yes, I have a lot to think about. And it would be easier to do that somewhere else.”


  He takes no offense and without argument, I eat quickly and then run off to pack. An hour later, we’re in his car, driving in near silence back to the city where he deposits me at my apartment building and kisses me goodbye with endearing affection. I get the feeling that he’s just biding his time, as though he has all the time in the world.


  Last words: “Patience, Clarise. Frustration leads to foolishness.”


  Upstairs, I unpack; mosey uselessly about my apartment, afraid to think at all; try phoning Ziggy but she isn’t home; and finally fool with a few things on my desk. I’m just passing time, putting away stuff I’ll probably never, ever use.


  When my eye suddenly glances at my spindle, I spot the single message, the last green note dangling there about to blow away. My stomach starts to wrench as though a knife’s being twisted inside my belly.


  I turn the thought around in my head—like I could get rid of it, but it comes back. No, it can’t be him! I tend to shout. But it is. It is; and I’m in love with him.


  



  

  Chapter Twelve


  


  Tuesday after my weekend, I storm into Ziggy’s shop. She’s setting hair, her cute hands working so expertly that I forget everything I was going to say and stop to watch until I jerk myself awake again.


  “Hi, hon, this is a surprise,” she notes my unexpected arrival. “Need something done to your hair. I thought we just did it two weeks ago?”


  “We did. I have other matters… ” My voice drifts as I look around me. Of course, I can’t talk to her with people here. This was a bad idea. Looks as though she has customers lined up until the next century. So, I’ll have to wait. “How about the Soup Kettle for lunch?”


  “Sure.” She checks her watch. “In an hour.”


  It’s already twelve now, and I don’t want to wait; but of course, there is this teasing voice yelling at me with all of Joseph’s familiar inflections—just as it’s yelled at me for three days, Patience, Clarise. Dammit! I don’t want to be patient. And I don’t want the bastard’s voice inside my brain.


  “I’ll see you there, our booth in the back,” I say while waving cheerily. Then I’m out the door and on my bike. I can make two deliveries before I need to head for the restaurant.


  “I can’t see him again. But what am I going to do? His whole building is on my regular route.” I’m tossing oyster crackers into my chowder, watching them land with a tiny thud against the surface.


  “Why can’t you see him?”


  “Because I told him I couldn’t.”


  “Yeah? How did that go?”


  “As well as it can go when you confront a stalker. I told him he was a perverted bastard and he was lucky that I didn’t turn him in.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He apologized.”


  “He did?” She’s pretty surprised by that.


  “Said he didn’t want to cause me any worry. It was just a way of communicating things to make me think.”


  “Well, that is the truth.”


  “And you don’t have to point it out,” I retort. Seems as though the world and even my best friend are against me.


  “Okay. What do you want me to say? Agree with you that he’s a dangerous psychopath who needs to be locked up.”


  “He’s not a psychopath,” I drone.


  “You’re acting as though he is.”


  “It was wrong, sleazy, and so unlike him.”


  “Was it really? Some women would find it romantic, especially when they find out the messages were from a lover.”


  “He invaded my peace.”


  “Just what any good man should do for any woman. You want a bum that does nothing but grovel at your feet; I suppose that’s okay. But I rather like the kind who alarms me.”


  “I used to say that, too.”


  “You have an alarming one in Joseph. And I think you’d better hang on to him,” she says in her most patronizing tone.


  “I can’t. Not after this morning.”


  “What did you tell him?” She looks honestly worried.


  “That he’s undone every bit of affection that I had for him, that the love is dead.”


  “And he believed you?”


  “I think so.”


  “What did he do?”


  I think back. The expression on his face. I wanted it wounded, but it was more vacant than anything.


  “Like he knew he lost you,” she answers her own question when I don’t reply.


  “But he wasn’t sad,” I inform her.


  “Did he say anything?”


  “I told you he apologized. Then when I told him I wouldn’t be coming by anymore, he said that was too bad. He’d miss me.” I let those words settle with her. “He’d miss me.”


  “What more did you want?”


  I think a bit, then smirk. “Him to beg.”


  “Sure, you certainly would have respected that.”


  “No, I wouldn’t have,” I agree feeling a heartless gloom descend around me.


  “You’re going to miss him, Clarise. He was the best you’ve bagged in a long time.”


  “But he wasn’t everything.”


  “And what if you love him, really love him?”


  “I can’t.”


  



  

  Chapter Thirteen


  


  It’s pretty weird riding around the city not thinking of his building, the clean white, the mirror-lined elevator, the painting of the nudes in the hall, and Joseph Lord.


  I pulled off a coup with my boss, rearranging my route so I barely touch the places I used to go. Maybe pulling everything away will make it feel as though I’ve moved to another city. Though I think it’s going to take moving to another planet to forget about that damned basement. I’m not even going to the tobacco shop. Henry’s too close to the situation.


  I do see Rico. And one Saturday night I grab a new beau at his club. I was looking for Tony, but I guess he’s split town, on to great things that Rico won’t tell me about.


  I do pretty well for awhile—about three weeks, until I get the inevitable request, a customer wanting cigars, and my boss says, “Do it!” with a “Get over it, Clarise” expression on his face. Oh, so I have been grouchy and unbending and it’s time for me to put my personal tribulations in my back pocket. I tell myself that I can’t avoid the place, but I try anyway. Though, when I attempt to sidestep my desire, it only comes raging right back like a fanged-toothed dragon.


  Long before I get to the tobacco shop, I’m thinking of whips and leather. A torrent of images climbs all over my brain and start to infect my body. Feels as though I have spiders crawling inside my skin, up my legs from my feet and right to my sticky insides. Ooo, the sensations are at critical stages of need by the time I pedal up to the shop and lock the bike in the rack.


  I walk in nonchalantly, but my heart beats fast. I’m so anxious for something, I realize that it’s not a good idea to deny what my body wants. It appears to have stored up its need in a little packing box—three weeks worth—and has now, all of a sudden, dumped its stewing contents on me in one great swoosh.


  I’m flirting again. It’s been three weeks since I remember being so deliberate. What have I done with my sexuality in that time?


  Let’s see, taken up racquetball and cycled with my biking friends on the weekend. Other than a couple of nights at Rico’s, and one quickie in the back of a van with the fellow I met at the nightclub, I’ve been celibate. I realize now that it wasn’t a good idea.


  “Henry, how are you?”


  “And where have you been?” he asks, pleasantly.


  “Busy, very busy…” I jump right in unafraid, making spur of the moment decisions here, “about the harness thing…” I blurt out suddenly stopping.


  “What about the harness thing?” he asks.


  “I want to come back to you, to the basement. And if you would, I’d like you to make me a harness—as my master, make me a harness. I don’t want a lot of your time, but I do need some. You’re the only man I know…” I nearly choke on that last statement.


  “You’re sure of that?”


  “I am.” Boy, I do sound convinced. My voice is strong, not even a little faltering as the energy for this burgeons from my loins.


  He stares at me so intently that I think there will be two holes burrowed through my skull by the time he stops. Then he averts his gaze as someone enters the shop behind me.


  Damn!


  Henry knows his customer well, and moving away from me, he starts a conversation I decide will never end.


  I have to get back on my route. The clock is slowing ticking by, and there’s a busy afternoon ahead. Getting Henry’s attention with a wave of my hand, he nods my way and pulls a parcel from the shelf, handing it to me with a smile.


  As I head for the door he calls to me, “I will be calling, Clarise. Leave your number on my answering machine.”


  I’m so nervous, I almost fall from my bike as I start out, but I manage to make my rounds of the city as though I’m setting land speed records. By the time I get home for the night, I’m exhausted. But not too exhausted to call the tobacco shop and obediently recite my phone number.


  I can only wait now. What will he make me endure, a day, a week, a few more weeks? Now that I’ve reawakened all the gremlins in my belly, I’m masturbating twice a day to thoughts of bondage harnesses and everything else that’s been pestering me. I ride six blocks out of my way to peer in the windows of an alternative leather store—the kind with all the paraphernalia that’s in my dreams. I start to do this nearly every day until I get the guts to go inside and poke around. Everything I touch excites me—the cool feel of leather jackets, and halters, skirts, thong bikinis and gentle deerskin whips. This would be S&M Light, since there’s not really heavy bondage gear on sale. There’s just one bridle and bit in the back of the store, affixed high on the wall as though it’s intended for display only. I wonder how that would feel, the bit in my mouth, the bridle strapped over my head, the harness of leather and chains securely caging my flesh.


  A week after making my proposal, Henry finally phones. When I hear his voice on the answering machine, I’m cursing the fact that I wasn’t there to take his call. But he leaves a number and suggests I get back with him as soon as possible. I like the feel of that—as soon as possible. Perhaps he wants me with the same significant force that I want him. I figure it would be better if this were a mutual thing.


  We meet at his shop late on Saturday afternoon. The air is torrid so I can hardly breathe. Henry says the air-conditioner is broken and we’ll have to suffer through.


  “But then, Clarise, suffering is what this is about. How much do you really want?”


  “I want everything,” I say with great assurance.


  “I’m sure you do.” I don’t think he believes me, but at least we’re on the right track.


  In his back room, my eyes wander over the scene I first gazed at two months ago. It no longer seems strange, though it still assaults my eyes. Then a powerful surge of need arises as I watch Henry pull what appears to be a handful of leather straps from the wall, and tosses it to me. “Put it on, Clarise. Wear it every day for the next week—night and day,” he emphasizes night, just so I get the instructions straight.


  “I don’t need to be measured?”


  “No, this is one size fits all.”


  “One size fits all, you’re shitting me, Henry!” I exclaim aloud to the empty air. I’m standing before my bathroom mirror, twisting and turning inside my tiny suit of leather. I feel every move I make as the straps cut and intersect, and bind and pinch. There is a single strap threaded through my labia, a thin one that hits my bud and scratches against it, then two others that run along either side. All three end in a waist strap, while several above the strap crisscross my breasts. I’m not sure how I figured out this maze, unless it was intuition—or some remembrance from a past life when I first wore one of these constricting contraptions.


  It’s miserable riding with it on; and I curse Henry every time I pedal my bike. The sensations never go away, day after day of them. About six days into this misery, however, my feelings begin to change. Perhaps the leather has expanded with heat and wear, and the torment has begun to subside so other feelings replace my irritated ones.


  Henry calls again in the middle of the night, telling me to masturbate myself without cumming.


  I do, and then lie awake until almost dawn.


  He calls again, telling me to meet him in the warehouse district, where he leads me into an abandoned building. There’s fallen brick at my feet, and mice scurrying when we dare to darken their apartment house, and some loose metal clanging in a window high above our heads. Henry has me masturbate for him while I lean against a wall of crumbling brick. His dispassionate eyes work their way toward my soul, and I think he’s getting close, though I’m not sure. I am sure of the sexual fire that leaps inside my cunt. Once my orgasm begins, he pulls my hands away, flings me over a rotting desk, and screws me.


  With my cunt dripping, my orgasm still waiting for that one brilliant, mind-boggling spasm of release, Henry leads me from the building with a firm grip about my arm.


  “Be watchful. Do everything I say.” That’s all I get from him, but for now, it’s enough.


  


  ***


  


  These meetings with Henry have been going on three weeks now. The harness stays and I hardly feel it any more. It’s been stretched to comfort me. Without it, I feel as though I’ve lost half of who I am. After I shower in the morning, I scamper into it as fast as I can, since I’m not content until I see myself in the bathroom mirror with my true persona intact.


  It’s Thursday evening, a quarter to midnight when the phone rings, and I answer, half-awake.


  “Hullo.”


  “Put something on, nothing fancy and I’ll meet you at your front door.”


  “Now?”


  “I’m across the street.”


  Moving slowly from my state of sleep, I amble toward the window and stare outside, where I see Henry’s ancient Mercedes parked, the lights still on, his face in profile against the driver window.


  He’s really there, I’m exclaiming, awakening more. I dart toward my closet looking for something, nothing fancy.


  Three minutes later, I run across the street, in tee shirt, jeans, tennies and my harness—which amazingly begins to scratch at my skin for the first time in several days. Is this psychological, or not? I’m not awake enough to feel horny, but I imagine that will come soon.


  Henry drives recklessly through the city, I think to mix me up so I have no idea where we are when we stop in front of a plain brick office building. He might remember in the future that I spend my life getting around these streets. My sense of direction is as acute as my sexual obsessions. I’m impressed by his choice of locations—this building is something out of the 1930’s—antique light fixtures, dark wood, a musky aroma and some queer old feeling that almost sends me back to Joseph’s country Tudor. Why do these things have to connect like numbers in a children’s coloring book? I struggle to see the image they create, but can’t quite make sense of it.


  I’m sure we’re headed for another basement; and am shocked to find Henry pushing me toward the elevator—one of those with the brass gate in front of the closing door. We stop at the tenth floor. “By day this is an office building, the top floor is Maria’s loft.”


  This all makes sense, the loneliness inside the city, a private place where screams won’t be heard by anyone who doesn’t belong listening. As he pulls aside the sliding door, I look ahead, expectantly, assuming this is no apartment at all but another sort of basement dungeon—just one ten floors above the ground.


  The normalcy before me is almost stunning. Maria’s apartment is choice—something I’d pick for myself if I had the talent and the money. Warmth, mellow colors, a golden glow. I’d sit in the middle of it, on her slouchy-looking couch and breathe it in to me—if I had the chance. Instead, I’m pushed to my right, through a door, where I find myself inside a great dance hall—at least it seems so. There are mirrors at the side, a bar along the wall, a polished hardwood floor—everything in place for ballet dancers. I can see their pirouettes, their arched feet balanced on tiptoe, and graceful arms stretching toward the ceiling, finishing with the elegance of their perfectly poised fingers perched on top.


  What I don’t see right off, I notice seconds after the room makes its first impact—a wall of leather—one that rivals the one in Henry’s shop. I conclude these are finished harnesses, not ones in the making.


  “Sit and watch, Clarise,” he orders. Then turning around, he points toward the one lone chair.


  I’ve forgotten my own harness until this moment, until I see these fancier, prettier designs he’s fashioned for his other women. I am jealous.


  A door opens on the far side of the room and both Maria and Carol Mallory wearing long dresses move into the dance hall as gracefully as my imaginary dancers.


  Henry greets them both with an affectionate but brief kiss, and once pulling away, the two step out of their dresses. Seeing them naked, he makes his decision fast, grabbing two contraptions from the wall. Maria’s is red, and Carol’s white. For Maria he seeks to compliment her dark features; for Carol Mallory the harness compliments her pale complexion and honey blonde hair.


  I watch in fascination as Henry helps his submissives into their gears. The basic harnesses are plusher than mine is, perfectly fitted to their bodies, each with a small high-legged panty about their belly and crotch. Both are slit to expose their labia. Above, the two differ in the way the leather straps harness their breasts; though each pair is immodestly exposed in a way to make them appear more full and erect, and their nipples prominently displayed. Once these suits of straps are secured and locked, Henry rouges their nipples with a color deeper than their skin to make the little buds scream to be noticed. He then clamps each pair of nipples with devices that obviously bite. I conclude this, noting the expressions on their faces as the teeth of the clamps ease into the tender flesh. I wince myself, aware how that kind of pain burns right through the body. Connecting each pair of clamps with a silver chain, Henry gives them a firm tug to assure the devices won’t come loose.


  A collar to match each harness follows, securely fastened around their necks. As these nestle in, the two women stretch tall and proud, like birds that strut about to show their plumes. He’s only half finished and already his ponies are assuming new personas. The bridles follow, and I’m starting to get edgy. He hasn’t given me this treat and my envy starts to whine at me. I want to speak up—ask for my own bridle so I can join them—but I keep respectfully silent. I have the feeling that I’m lucky to be watching.


  The bits fit snugly in their mouths, while the straps that hold them in place afford them little movement. Their faces radiate submission, compliance, obedience and grace. They’ve become set apart from the rest of the world by this, having become a new, altered species, living in a world few would ever attempt to imagine, let alone find.


  I want this world. I hunger for it with an appetite that claws my insides raw.


  As the scene unfolds my head is throbbing: temples, brow, and the crown of my head prickly and pulsing as though something demands to be heard. But I’m not listening.


  I watch in wonder as Henry turns Maria so her bottom faces me and I can see that there is one more attachment to finalize the costume that she wears. Henry bends her over, the auburn pony clutching for her knees: and where the red leather panty splits at the ass, he opens her cleft, greases the nether rosette and then pushes the dildo end of her ponytail deep into her bowels. Five inches of fake phallus impale her ass, and when she stands again, the horsehair tail floats free. Once her tail is anchored in place with straps attaching to her harness, I witness the full effect. The braided base arches from her anal cleft made to rise proudly then fall away with the auburn horsehair skimming her calves once it settles.


  Henry repeats this task with Carol Mallory, installing a honey blonde tail to match her golden French braid. I can’t stop what crawls in me; what my body seeks now with no satisfaction. I’ve already concluded that I’ll be a witness to all this, but that this master won’t lay a hand on me tonight. My time has not yet come. That is so aggravating when my heart is so clearly set on what I want.


  The dressing ceremony is complete when Henry’s ponies rise high in matching pairs of ankle boots with six-inch high heels. Then, in a stunning move I didn’t anticipate, their forearms are drawn behind them and locked together so their backs arch profoundly, and their posture shift yet one more time. I sit in total awe of what they have become.


  As the night moves on, I am witness to an exacting display of dressage with Henry leading his ponies in a ritual they have obviously memorized. The four surrounding walls becoming their paddock, these lovely fillies prancing with high-stepping efficiency and poise about the hardwood floor.


  Maria performs perfectly—I don’t detect one flaw. However, Henry’s trained eyes see several, for which her flanks are brusquely bitten by a leather riding crop aimed to correct the faults. She almost seems to whinny as he makes these strikes.


  I shudder as though he’s striking me and my body quickens. I’d yearn for that. Though I have to wonder if I’d only make missteps in order to feel the lovely bite of the crop’s split, braided end.


  Carol Mallory is obviously newer to these practices than her counterpart. While she starts well, she begins to falter in her second and third time around the imaginary track—the one I see with my eyes and know is there in everyone’s mind. Who would think in the middle of the city, high above the street? When Pony Carol falters, the crop hits quick and a tiny splash of red appears on the side of her ass. That smarts! She jumps, wincing, and returns to form. Seems to me as though the law of diminishing returns is operating here. The more she continues the more she fails, the more that damnable crop kisses flesh. For every one strike to Maria’s thigh, there are five on Carol’s. I see tears in the blonde pony’s eyes, and know my own would be flowing by now if I were in her place. And still, I want to be where she is now. If only once, if only to feel the constraints of being bridled and harnassed, and the power of that man’s bold arm striking my flesh when I stumble.


  Is this me here? Are these my dreams? I wonder. I wonder, too, why Henry would bring me here tonight to watch. Perhaps he knows my thoughts, and like a guardian of them is making sure I don’t falter.


  Henry’s ponies prance, they work in tandem, and take their punishment with as much aplomb as they can muster. They work diligently as the night grows old and their bodies tire, as radiant perspiration gleams on their skin. Even the marks of their punishment exhilarate me. But I’m tired too, having sat for nearly two hours immersed in the heat and energy, bathed in the sound of their whinnies and snorts, and the cracking leather, and sights my eyes could never have imagined so splendidly. So engrossed in the scenes, I can almost smell the aroma of the paddock: the hay, the straw, and the damp packed earth.


  As the session ends, I watch the last act of pony ritual, thinking that I’m going to slip over edges of coherency, that it’s just too much to take anymore. The faltering Pony Carol needs a more urgent correction, and so, the air about us suddenly crackles with intensity as Henry speaks sharply, “At the bar!”


  With her arms unbound, she’s required to grab the polished brass and hold on, while Henry straps her ass until her hind skin glows with the deep, rich color of a blooming flower—a sanguine shade that begs my touch. I want to feel the heat of her flesh, but knowing that will never happen, I remain where I have been all night, silently suppressed, gathering feelings into another box, which I’ll tuck away inside me until my moment comes to me.


  Once the strapping finishes and her sobbing subsides, Henry finally turns my way.


  “Time to go, Clarise,” he says as he strides forward and hangs the leather strap on its nail. “I think you’ve seen enough.”


  I couldn’t agree more.


  I suspect that Henry’s ponygirls must undress themselves, since we quickly leave the room and their master takes me home.


  I am silent the entire twisted ride back to my apartment. Henry’s only comment comes as he walks me to the door of the building. “Fit it into your fantasies, Clarise. And then we’ll talk.”


  



  

  Chapter Fourteen


  


  I’ve been in a daze for a week since my night out with the ponies and their master. My thoughts have taken me to a wide range of places, and I can sense an increasing energy bottled in me. I wonder if the scene on the 10th floor paddock is all that Henry has to offer. Is that what he was trying to communicate to me? I could ask, but I’m not in the mood to seek my answers from Henry, or anyone else.


  Listen to yourself.


  Joseph’s notes haunt me. Everyone was accurate to a fault. I play them in my head—not incessantly, but they come to me in the middle of dreams, while I’m pulling clothes out of the dryer in the basement laundry, or even when I’m on the street pedaling my way to another client, holding the important contents of their business deals, or maybe just a turkey club from the deli nearby.


  As I’m on my regular route today, I pass Joseph’s building. Like a heat-seeking missile searching for its target, the bike veers in the direction of the front glass doors and I nearly knock over a pedestrian as I try to correct my path.


  “Sorry,” I look up sheepishly and I get a scowl back. I deserved that one.


  Stopping just before I ram the place, I stare up, maybe thinking I’ll see Joseph peering down at me.


  Unsure why I can’t control myself—except that control seems to be something I lose easily these days—I lock my bike and move inside the building on a path I’ve taken dozens of times, but not in weeks. As I’m about to exit the elevator at his floor, I’m ready to forget this crazy caper. But lucky me!. There’s Joseph standing ready to get on just as I’m getting off.


  “Clarise!” He looks as surprised as I obviously am and steps away from the elevator.


  “Could we talk, perhaps?” I ask.


  I’m not sure what he’s thinking. He gives me this once over, as though trying to decide if he’s still interested in me. I don’t like waiting, but then another of his messages appears in my brain—Patience, Clarise.


  Yes, patience. I repeat the mantra and wait with my impatience making me afraid.


  “Sure,” he finally says, “but it will have to be later. I’m on my way out.”


  “When?”


  He thinks, then tells me, “In the morning.”


  “Morning?” I stammer.


  “Yes, morning, you’ve waited this long to come see me, certainly you can wait a little longer.”


  “I guess I’ll have to.”


  “I guess you will.”


  That’s it. He’s gone. I stand by myself in front of the erotic picture hanging on the parched wall, and wonder if I haven’t just done the stupidest thing in my life.


  


  ***


  


  “You can always cancel,” Ziggy counsels me.


  “Sure, as though that’s really an option.” I drone, probably looking pretty pissed—because I am.


  “Okay, so maybe you really are in love.”


  “In love! Who the hell said that?”


  “Your body parts.”


  “What body parts!”


  “Eyes, breasts, cunt, attitude, everything Clarise. Apologize.”


  “Apologize!”


  “For being stupid. Men like that—especially the kind you seem to want.” She doesn’t have all the facts about my relationship with Joseph, and almost none about Henry. She certainly doesn’t know I’m wearing Henry’s harness—wearing it even though he hasn’t summoned me since the night in the loft. I know now I can live without that brand of extreme, but I’m not sure I can live without Joseph.


  


  ***


  


  Ten flights up—the same as Maria’s loft, I note.


  I’m at Joseph’s door without a clue as to what I’m going to say, so that’s exactly what I tell him, along with, “You know, this was a stupid idea.” I’m standing in his office feeling very out of place in my jeans and tee shirt. I’ve dressed this way every time I’ve made a delivery here, but today it’s different. I don’t belong.


  “And why is it a stupid idea?”


  “Because you made me afraid. You tore at my insides. You were sneaky, underhanded and dishonest,” my emotions fire, “and you fed my fears. You led me to believe I had something to be afraid of. You were playing with my mind, Joseph! Making me think there was really someone out there to get me.”


  “There is someone out there. You do have reason to be afraid.”


  “Yes, of you!”


  He stands there unaffected by anything I say, but then his words turn back on me.


  “You have yourself to be afraid of, Clarise. You take too many chances. Your behavior is risky. I know it; the world around you knows it. Other women have put on the brakes, you’re still racing full speed ahead as though nothing sinister is ever going to happen to you. If the notes made you even a little more cautious, then I’m glad I wrote them. If they made you think. If they pointed to the truth, then it wasn’t a wasted effort.”


  “But why the notes?”


  “I knew you’d pay attention to them because they seem dangerous—and danger attracts you.”


  This should make me think, but I keep rattling on. “Couldn’t you have just told me how you feel?” I’m more imploring now than angry.


  “If I had told you how I feel, I wouldn’t have been your lover.”


  “You aren’t now,” I remind him, smugly.


  “Then, so be it.” He shrugs in the same way he did when I harangued him in his office weeks ago.


  “So, why are you here?” he finally asks when I have no snappy rejoinder for his last comment.


  Biting my lip hardly helps, but it seems to be all I can do in the breathlessly tense seconds that follow, until I can blurt out what’s in my head. “I want you to love me, that’s why I’m here.”


  “I do love you, Clarise.”


  “Still?”


  “Yes, Clarise, I still love you.” He says it so easily, why can’t I? I can listen to Ziggy tell me I love him, I can almost tell myself—but to admit it to his face?


  “Sure you love me,” I drone sarcastically, “once very two weeks? Like I’m a fix. I give you a shot in the arm, then you go back to whatever else you do for hours on end. I want more than your kindness and terrific good sex one minute, and a thousand minutes of nothing afterwards.”


  “I do love you, Clarise, every minute of my day. But even I’m not perfect. I can’t compete with your life, so I give you what I can.”


  Some excuse!


  He moves to the windows, walks there and back, and then stands at his desk staring at me so thoughtfully that I’m sure I’ll shrink into nothing. A river of desire connects us, like two tributaries flowing together. A painful degree of eroticism skirts my body; and I believe he trembles too. I see him change, his power to control me sweep his body, and in a breathless whisper he says, “Take off your clothes.”


  I stand stunned, though my body can’t wait. “Here? Now?”


  “You’ve done it before.”


  “But…” I remember that I’m wearing the harness.


  “Now, Clarise.”


  Though I’m about as scared as I’ve ever been, this is one of those commands I can’t refuse. I dawdle, waste time trying to figure how I’m going to explain the oddity of my attire. Then, finally, hands almost powerless to follow through, I bring my fingers to the bottom of my shirt and begin to pull it over my head.


  Joseph doesn’t avert his gaze while I hesitate. He waits. Obviously, he’s much more patient that I am.


  Seeing the harness appear as I raise my shirt, he hardly seems fazed. And when I’m not fast enough to remove my shorts, he prompts me, “The rest, Clarise.”


  With my shoes and shorts stripped off, I stand before his gaze as naked as I’ve ever been with anyone—even Henry. He sees the harness and all the rest of me.


  “Something new?” he asks.


  “Since I saw you last, yes.”


  “Suppose you tell me where that came from,” he says. Taking the chair behind him, he waits for me while I try to figure out what I’m going to say. I’m too nervous to think, let alone pare down the story of the last few months.


  “May I sit?”


  “No,” he says flatly.


  I whine feeling a little exasperated, “You’re making this awfully so hard.”


  “Oh, well,” he says with eyebrows raised, a smirk toying at his lips. “Sometimes love isn’t easy.”


  I guess that’s as much sympathy as I’m going to get.


  With a deep breath and good deal of courage, I finally begin my story. I tell him about Henry, Rico, Alan and Tony. I mention falling in the street, my proposal of the harness and Henry’s rejection. I hit all the high points of my obsessive spying on Henry and his women, and then of my capture, and the ten days I spent imprisoned in a basement. Seeing little expression on Joseph’s face, I keep going, having no clue what kind of impact this is having. I’m sure I’ll find out, but not until everything is out in the open. I talk about our trip to the country, how I got spooked in Joanna’s house, put two and two together about the notes and decided to split. And at last, I recite the details of my night in Maria’s loft watching human ponies prance, and how for some mysterious reason that spurred my return to him.


  When there is nothing left to say, I collapse back in a chair, exhausted, silent as the moments tick off. I begin to wonder if he’s ever going to say anything.


  He looks curiously light-hearted as I finish—and now it’s time for me to wait.


  When he finally speaks, I recognize the words, “Frustration leads to foolishness,” he reminds me.


  “I suppose it does,” I agree. This time I don’t mind the reference to another of his infamous green notes. It seems perfectly appropriate after what I’ve just confessed.


  “Do you want me to harness you? Clarise.”


  “Yes,” my body trembles as I speak. “I guess I do.”


  “And a return engagement in my basement?”


  “Yes. I think I might be ready.”


  “And what else do you want from me?”


  “Your love, Joseph. And your time… a lot more than you’ve given me before.”


  “Anything else?” He wonders.


  I think for a minute. “Maybe there’s more, but that’s what’s most important to me.”


  Haggling over love seems to be a game that requires a lot of waiting, a lot of pregnant pauses, and a good deal of patience. If I’m going to have it, I suppose I need to remember those things. This one long pause in our conversation has me exercising every bit of restraint I can muster.


  “You can have what you want, Clarise,” he finally ends my anxious speculations, and my heart starts to turn in circles of delight. “You can have my love, you can have my time, and just about anything else. But…”


  Ah! there’s always a but in the middle of a very good sentence.


  “But, there are a few conditions.”


  I wait anxiously.


  “You give up your other men, and your reckless lifestyle, and the harness you’re wearing now. Give it up and we’ll start again. If you can’t…”


  “No,” I jump right in. “I don’t want to hear the other side.”


  Before he can say another word, I’m scrambling out of the leather and handing it to him. “It doesn’t belong to me. It never has. And it means nothing now.”


  He lifts it out of my hand and I’m back to being naked as a jaybird in his formal business office. “Good. I’ll return it to the tobacco shop next time I’m there. I’m sure Henry will appreciate my returning it.”


  An unexpected realization suddenly strides daringly into my head. “You know Henry?”


  “Of course,” he replies.


  He isn’t saying how much, and I’m afraid to ask. But I see from his eyes a piece of the truth. Maybe someday, I’ll ask, but not today.


  “So, it’s just this simple?” I wonder aloud.


  “It’s just that simple,” he repeats.


  Without the harness, without my story, without my games and lies, I feel so empty—though I wonder if I’ve ever been filled up.


  “May I kiss you?”


  Joseph finally smiles, “Please do, then we’ll go to lunch.”


  I wonder what happened inside the synapses of my brain to turn my mind back to him—to lift myself from the anger and set me candidly in front of him atoned and vulnerable. I don’t understand myself and I’m still scared. But I can’t panic. I’m going to have to let him love me, and return to his basement, and find out what I was missing when we were there before.


  His arms are warm on my bare skin. His kisses taste like cinnamon Certs, and the pulse at his crotch feels hot against my thigh.


  Snuggling into his comforting chest, now realizing what we share, I sense that it’s going to be a long and lovely night.


  


  

  Epilogue


  


  I agreed to this. Wholeheartedly committed to this act of surrender. Probably fell into it without thinking too much. Joseph had me wait so long before he really did anything disgusting; and because I have no other lovers in my back pocket—kind or brutal ones—I had to put all my desires into him, and wait.


  By the time we got to the country house three days ago, I was ready to slide right down those creaky stairs and bind myself. And when he made me wait two days before he’d do anything except make love like regular people, I started getting slightly bitchy. All that earned me was a spanking, and a trip to the corner, where I stood for a half hour while he pleasantly smirked my way, and leveled me with threatening stares when I tried to speak.


  Finding myself in his basement now, I can’t imagine a better place to be. This is the heart of my obsession, the place I fear most—not because of the bondage that will have me hanging above the ground like the woman in Joanna’s pictures. But because it means I want the crudities from him, and him alone. It means I’m willing to wait, to follow his lead, to go down inside myself with him watching, with him there to gentle me through the rough spots, and then with a vicious twist make it rougher still.


  If I want him, I can’t be afraid of this, or anything he wants me to do. I can’t be afraid to love, nor Joseph afraid to love me. I can’t be afraid to trust, and he can’t fear I’ll leave him for the next hard dick that captures my imagination. It really is a two-way street.


  We meet here. Stripped of everything else. This is where we find each other. This is where we test the love. We’ll soon know if it’s going to last.


  I’ve begun to believe that. This is the best adventure, and I can imagine being no where else right now.


  He’s promised me a harness, but he won’t say when. He’s promised me a trip into the woods where he’ll tie me to a tree and let me suffer there. He’s promised to bridle me—especially when I talk too much, and to love me the rest of my life. He’s promised that living on the edges of my obsession isn’t really necessary.


  I watch him—trembling as I do. He cuffs my wrists and draws my arms above my head, securing them with chains to the dark brown rafter above. Then fixing bonds around my ankles, he attaches each foot to a spreader bar so they’re fixed widely apart. There are thick clamps digging into my nipples, others attached to the slim pink fold of skin next to my cunt. Sensation streams through me, blooming from my pinched flesh outward. As I get used to the feelings, I feel my body start to rise and the suspension begins, my feet no longer touching the ground. I gasp, and for a moment struggle. Sweat breaks out across my breasts. And the action of the swinging clamps makes me almost panic.


  Joseph shows little compassion. I know he won’t stop the scene until he’s played it from start to finish—until I’m hanging with my feet well above the floor and my aching arms scream for some release.


  I look into Joseph’s eyes now as he carries the braided whip in his hand, like one in the picture in Joanna’s album, the one he tried on me weeks ago. It’s a cutting implement, six feet long, a cord that can split my skin.


  I wait. I’m patient. My heart beats so rapidly in anticipation that I can hardly breathe.


  Reach for the other half of yourself, he’s told me—the other half of love.


  The love I have found appears in so many forms. Now we play our darker games, and I reach again to find myself inside the riddle of imprisonment and bondage, inside the sting of a whip, and the experience of pain, within the aroma of the leather that binds me and the obsession, which has turned into my great pleasure.


  I wait for him to draw back his muscled arm and bring it forward in a dazzling strike. I wait to find myself complete at last. I wait.
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