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Chapter 19






By then it was not so long until the cold of
winter broke and the days began to get longer. I kept my job in
Independence and kept up with Ewan on the weekends and in the
mornings, sometimes, when I worked the late shift. All the promise
of that first night together, truly together, seemed to be alive
and well and cared for. My mother's health was returning.

Sometimes Ewan and I spent our time together
as we had before. With the ability to come and go freely and to see
and interact with him openly I was soon far more adept at reading
his moods than I had believed possible. When he wanted me, I gave
myself to him, and sometimes when I wanted him, he offered himself
to me, as well. I had always been naked in the room at the top of
the stairs, after that very first day, and it was a habit that
stayed with me. I can't quite describe the sensation of his gaze
roving over my naked body, but I think it was rather the way
sunlight must feel to a plant in the spring. We spend so much of
our lives feeling unloved and unappreciated that I cherished his
occasional displays of admiration as much as anything in our
relationship. Sometimes when he was bored I would dance in front of
him as he tried to work, gauging my impact frequently against the
tightness of his pants. If I was too effective he would punish me
for it, and that was all the better.

"Are you happy?" I asked him one day, struck
by a thought on a Saturday afternoon.

He considered the question a moment, looking
out at the sprawling grounds below his window. He was sitting in
the leather chair in his study and looking particularly
well-composed. "For the moment I suppose I am," he answered,
stroking affectionately on the top of my thigh. "It's nice to have
you around. Why do you ask?"

"I just wanted to know, is all," I said. "I
don't always know."

"Nor do I," he admitted. "Thinking too much
about it is an easy way to lose your head."

"You think so?"

He glanced into my face, a sternness entering
his eyes as though he knew precisely what I meant by my question.
"I do."

I watched his face as he turned back to the
report he had been reading and then gauged my words carefully. "I
don't imagine you speak from experience, though. I just mean you
don't seem like the sort of man who has ever really lost his
head."

He sighed a tolerant sort of sigh and put
down the report. "A person with eyes doesn't need to learn
everything first-hand. Why don't you let this subject drop and go
pour us a couple of drinks from the liquor cabinet? I've done about
all I can with this paperwork."

I nodded placatingly and walked down the
hall, my bare feet soft on the wear-polished floorboards. He always
took a scotch and I had become partial to screwdrivers once given
access to his inexhaustible supply of fresh-squeezed
orange-juice.

I returned his office with the drinks in
hand. He was standing by the window which he had raised open almost
a foot and was looking out at the tree line at the far side of the
broad lawn. The air blowing in was bitingly cold.

"Were you hot?" I asked, handing him the
tumbler of scotch.

"Just suffering from a mild suffocation," he
said. "I saw the wind in the branches and got jealous."

A slight shiver ran through me and I wrapped
my arms about myself and drew back towards the far wall. "Well do
you really have to leave it like that?"

He walked back and sat down at the desk.
"Come sit with me if you're cold."

I obliged him, though dubious it would be
enough. He put his arms around me and his breath was hot on my
neck.

The chill lessened and I relaxed into him.
"All I meant by what I was saying earlier -"

"Don't keep on it."

"I just meant you owe-"

"Yes, I have heard your opinion." He removed
his arms from me and nudged me to my feet. "You are really very
transparent. You don't want me to treat you well, do you? You are
always the wild animal to be tamed."

I began to shiver again, but the amused tone
in his voice told me that he was not truly angry with me.

"Well?"

"Go stand by the window, then, if you are in
such a hurry to be outside. Open it the rest of the way and we can
decide together whether it would be nice to take a walk this
afternoon."

I affected a chagrined sort of sigh, half
acting and half genuine discomfort, and went to the window. As I
lifted the bottom pane the rest of the way up I felt goose bumps
rising all across my body and wrapped my arms back around myself.
Sometimes when I argued with him even I did not know whether I
meant to accomplish something by it or simply wanted to evoke a
disciplining.

At first, the cold was almost invigorating.
It cascaded over my skin and began to penetrate inwards. I felt my
nipples stiffen and my muscles tense me into a hunch against my
enfolding arms.

"What do you think?" he asked me.

"It's very nice," I said, fighting to keep a
chatter out of my teeth. "If I were dressed for it I would be
outside already."

"Oh is that the difficulty?" He asked. "Well
then let's go. I was just wondering whether the cherry trees are
budding." He walked out of the room and returned a moment later
with my lace bra and panties. "Put those on if you're cold," he
said as he tossed them to me.

It took me a moment to realize he was
serious. And only myself to thank, I thought. I slipped into the
panties and clasped the bra in the back. The lace was rough against
my frigid skin and my nipples seemed ready to break through the
fabric.

"Come along, then." And he led me out into
the hall, down through the first level, and out a rear door that
opened onto the sprawling lawns of the estate. As bad as standing
at the window had been, stepping outside was far worse. I clenched
my jaw and began to fight against a violent shaking that seemed to
come from my shoulder blades. A carefully manicured stream gurgled
downhill, the last of its winter's ice only just recently
melted.

"Are you sure you're alright?"

I was very close to giving in right then and
there, but I knew it would disappoint him and in truth would
disappoint myself. I could bear it a little while longer. This was
not such a bad punishment and I had asked for it.

Ice-water was rushing through my veins and
all the colors of the world around us seemed sharper and more
vivid. I found myself unconsciously speeding up in attempt to warm
myself. Each time I would look to my side and wait, shifting
uncomfortably from foot to foot, as I waited for him to draw level
with me again. Eventually by trailing along a step behind him I was
able to consciously limit my pace and adopt the imposed leisure as
we moved across the grass. Ewan's knee-length coat flapped loudly
in the wind and he wore a sublime smile on his oft-serious face.
"This was a very good suggestion, Joanna. I suppose you do have a
good idea once in a while."

I gritted my teeth painfully. "One of my
better ones," I agreed in a warbling voice.

We walked that way for several minutes. Our
pace remained measured and Ewan's face maintained innocence. We
circled the higher grounds and then mercifully turned back to
approach the house. I lifted a foot up to feel my toes with my
fingers. I couldn't get frostbite if the temperature wasn't below
freezing, could I?

When we were standing again outside the door,
he turned to me. "I have to admit that I am a little chilly," he
said. "I guess I am not as immune to the cold as you obviously
are." He had to speak slightly louder than normal to be heard over
the chattering of my teeth. "I'm going to go inside and warm up.
Just knock on the door when you would like to come back in." And
with that he went inside and clicked the lock.

I gritted my teeth and debated with myself
for all of half a second before leaping at the door and banging on
it loudly. The impact of my hand on wood sent a jarring vibration
up my frigid wrist. I knocked again much more gently. There was no
response.

I stepped back from the door and began to jog
in a circle. I tried rubbing my hands over my stomach and back, but
the friction over my frozen skin brought more pain than warmth. I
rubbed my bare thighs. Was that him in a second story window? Yes,
that was him back in his office. How long was he going to leave me
out here?

I fumed as I began to recognize this had been
his intention from the beginning. I blew air out of my nose in
impotent frustration and it condensed into a milky cloud and then
dissipated into the breeze.

I tried knocking again, and again there was
no answer. Why did he return so often to this type of psychological
punishment? No matter that I knew precisely why he was doing it,
that it was a game to him, it was impossible to avoid feeling
unwanted as I sat waiting outside a door that had been locked on
me. It had been the same for all those months waiting in the
mornings at the top of the stairs. You are not wanted, he was
saying. You are here only because in your desperation you make
yourself convenient.

Did he want me to leave? Had this been his
way of telling me that it was enough for the day? It was something
I would expect from him, to make me to drive back into town in just
a bra and panties, to go up into the apartment wracking my brain
for the least ludicrous of all the ludicrous reasons to give my
mother for being out in public in my underwear. I tried rubbing
myself again, and now my skin was so cold that it felt like I was
rubbing flesh that was not my own.

I knocked one more time, and then set around
to the front of the house. I knocked on the big front door and this
time I got an answer. The doorman and I knew each other now, even
if he didn't like me, and he let me in. What a wonderful man he
was.

I knew I was back in the heat of the
building, but the sensation of warmth was slow in penetrating my
body. My nostrils felt warm. My groin and stomach felt cold.
Everything else was stiff and clammy and numb.

Up at the top of the stairs I knocked on the
door of his office.

"You came back?" he asked when he opened.

"Didn't you want me to?"

He shrugged, turning back to his desk, and my
heart broke a little. I had been having such a nice time before all
this talk about the cold.

"Well, should I leave?"

He looked back at me. "You can stay if you
want. I'm just a bit tired of it, is all."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring it
up."

"It didn't happen by accident. It's quickly
becoming ingrained in your thought patterns. Consider this a
warning."

"Alright."

"Would you like to make it up to me?"

"Very much."

"That's better then." He reached out a hand,
inviting me into his lap. I settled down with him and he put his
arms around me and his face in my hair. "You're shivering," he said
after a moment.

"I know."

"Do you want me to warm you up?"

"I'm open to it," I said in
understatement.

"Then I must have access to you."

I got up off his lap and walked around to the
front of the desk. "Like this?" I asked. I reached back and
unhooked my bra, feeling my breasts settle and their skin brush
against the cold lace as though they had been injected with
Novocain. I turned and pulled down my panties, rubbing at myself
experimentally. Some sensation seemed to be coming back. I turned
to face Ewan in a wide stance, my hands on my hips. "How are you
going to warm me up?"

He stood up as well and raised his shirt over
his head in a fluid motion. "First I reinvigorate your blood flow,"
he said, "and then I apply an external heat source. Lie down on the
floor."

I did as instructed, spreading my limbs and
resting my head back on the carpet.

I felt his hands on my ankles and the hot
blood coursing through his palms and fingertips against my cold
body. He worked them up my legs, sometimes laying flat, other times
pinching or slapping lightly in experimentation. I felt like a
piece of delicate machinery receiving maintenance. The sensations
of his touch seemed more than a little foreign, coming as they did
through still-thawing nerve endings.

"What do you feel?" he asked.

"Little pokes and pinches," I said. "They
feel as though they're very far away."

His hands were encasing my upper thighs now,
moving in delicate brushes. Then he slid forward and he was resting
on top of me, his legs around my hips and his hot groin on my
stomach. As he leaned forward to touch along my arms I could feel
the warmth of his cock pressed against my stomach and then felt it
begin to shrink reflexively against the cold of my flesh. His balls
tightened upwards as well, fleeing my goose-bumped skin. It was a
very strange sensation.

His hands worked along my arms, first my left
and then my right. Heat coming into my stomach from his body was
slowly warming me and the milder warmth of the air around us was
returning some feeling to my extremities.

"Is this all scientific?" I asked.

"Standard hospital protocol," he assured me.
He slid forward again and his cock was between my breasts and his
hands were moving along my neck and cheek. His fingers dropped down
and lingered on my nipples. He brushed over them and stiff as they
were they fought back against the pressure of his finger pads.

I flexed a hand experimentally and found that
my fingers were no longer too stiff to form a fist. I reached
forward and lifted his cock into my mouth and sucked on it gently.
He took a sharp inward breath as my cool lips slid over his glans
and down the shaft and I licked playfully at the head within my
mouth. It hardened obediently, swelling in my mouth and growing
very hot against my tongue. I could feel each strong pulse between
my lips as blood rushed into the organ in waves.

I cupped a hand around his tightening ball
sack and as much felt as heard that particular shuddering gasp of
his that I knew meant I was doing the right things. It was a sound
of pleasure and gratitude that could turn me on no matter what time
of day or night. It was a sound that banished all fears of being
unwanted. It was a sound that made me feel important and
appreciated and aroused and hungry to elicit it again. When I heard
that sound I never worried that he would want to leave me out in
the cold or banging at his door or in town waiting for a call.

He was rock hard in my mouth. I tasted the
salt of pre-cum and perspiration. My tongue felt strong and sure as
it licked and wrapped and conformed to the contours of his cock and
my lips were perfect. Good Lord I felt his queen for that
moment.

When he came it was in a powerful torrent
that gushed hot and ammonic against the back of my throat. His
breathing was heavy above me and I had one hand pressed upwards
against his chest and through it felt the quietly powerful heaving
motion of his lungs.

His dick was limp against my jaw when he
moved again. He moved back and lay down beside me, his arms
enfolding me. I was not cold. I was not afraid to be cold.




Chapter 20






Isn't it wonderful when a relationship is in
such a simple phase? The two of you hold such power to please each
other that any difference can be patched over by a spontaneous act
of affection and selflessness. A sexual favor, given without
negotiation. An expression of desire and acceptance. A
compliment.

"The town was very beautiful today," I would
say sometimes when I saw him. "The cafes on Grove Street will be
putting out their sidewalk tables soon."

Or I would say, "My friends and I are going
into Minneapolis for the day. Is that alright? Is it alright if I
don't see you tomorrow?" And if he asked me what my reason was for
asking in that way, I would say, "Because I don't want you to think
I'm not here to make you happy." And when I said that, he would
know that it was also a jab at him but he would not argue with it.
Sometimes I was very subtle indeed. And it was not untrue. It was
just the nature of its truth that was the nature of the jab.

And sometimes I would say, "I saw your
mother's name in the stonework of the library entrance today. It's
strange that I never noticed it before." This was perhaps the
cruelest of all, and I would not say such things often. When I did
it would be a mistake, made in a rash of irrational urgency. I
would then be overcome by guilt and shame and make it up to him in
any way that I could.

All of these were ways in which I prevented
Ewan from being truly happy with me, and thus prevented myself from
being truly happy, also. But for a time, at least, they were
subdued frictions. They could be forgotten and forgiven by those
little favors and apologies and spontaneous professions of loyalty
and devotion and subservience and on and on. So it was. "I’m here
to do what you want me to do," I would say, and everything would be
alright.

But eventually it wasn't alright. Men like
Ewan - powerful men, headstrong men, indomitable men - pass a
breaking point beyond which they become very irrational and very
dangerous. Before that point they are subdued and restrained, they
indicate their displeasure in a muted fashion, assured by prior
experience that the world will soon rearrange itself to better suit
them.

If I had ever known a man quite like Ewan
then perhaps I would have had a better idea of the consequences of
behaving as I did. Instead, I treated the problem of Ewan's
stubborn adherence to his family honor the same way that I had
tackled each previous problem of my life. I worried at it. I gnawed
at it. I would not let it rest. I pressed against its every retreat
and resisted its every reassertion. "You make it very hard to be
charitable towards you," he said sometimes as he punished me. The
line between the voice of playful discipline and a voice of genuine
displeasure was a fine one that I often willfully ignored.

The result was a regression in our
relationship. I was a problem again. I was a spirit to be
re-broken. I was less than an equal even in the most candid and
honest moments. When he made my flesh burn with the whip or paddle,
when he ordered me to carry out demeaning acts, when he
orchestrated some humiliation upon me, I could tell that part of
him meant it. Part of him wanted me to suffer beyond what I myself
was aroused by experiencing. Even within the ritualized acts, he
enjoyed my distress. When I surrendered my inhibitions to him, I
did so knowing that he might cause me that genuine suffering that
our ritualized play was meant to prove would never be inflicted. He
might intentionally drive me beyond what I could endure. I did not
second guess myself in surrendering to him, but I did worry. I
worried as one worries about a situation in which the solution is
far worse than the problem itself. To think of myself as anything
other than Ewan's to do with as he chose was to tacitly accept the
fact that he did not care for me. Much better to suffer a little
than to accept that.

"That's it," he said finally.

"What's it?"

"That is as far as I'm going to allow this to
continue. It is wholly unproductive. You pushed me to the edge
once. I drove you away. In the aftermath I thought it a mistake and
the regret of that action has made me soft-hearted. But you must be
dealt with. I showed you once that I could subject you to what you
could not handle. Do you remember that?"

"You mean when you sent me down in front of
your employees?"

"Yes, that is exactly what I'm referring to.
That was a lesson that I was certain you had learned: that I
control you because I control your fears and your insecurities. And
I doubly control you because when I sent you away you came back to
me pleading for forgiveness. I do not know why I have allowed you
to forget that. Such vivid memories are lasting, but apparently
they are not permanent. I will have to remind you."

A slight dryness came into my mouth. Perhaps
it was evidence of how far I had backslid that I was reluctant to
acknowledge the sensation. There was a time when I would not have
fought him. There was a time when I would have experienced his
displeasure as vindication of his own investment in me. But now it
was different, I realized. Why was I fighting him now?

And then I looked into his eyes and knew what
I had once known very well, what had once kept me up at nights. It
was because I wanted more. It was because I wanted him. I did not
want him to give himself to me the way I gave myself to him. I
wanted him to be strong for me. I wanted him to live up to the role
that I offered him, of the powerful and fearless. When I discovered
that his reclusiveness rose from a deep-seated sense of inadequacy
I could never see him the same way again. He was too selfish, too
caught up in what he believed his personal duties, to see that he
owed it to me to be a man I could respect.

"I remember," I said quietly.

"I'm sure that you do. But you do not
remember the message that you took from it, you do not remember the
promises that you gave to me crying on the floor when I had you
brought back upstairs."

"I remember those, too."

He let out a breath. There was a hint of
impatience in the sound. "I see." He took a step towards the
bedroom window and laid one long-fingered hand on the glass. "I
have something more public in mind for this occasion, Joanna.
Something that could have permanent ramifications in your
life."

"Would you like me to apologize for the way
I've been behaving?"

He considered me a long moment, the
impatience in his face mingling with compassion. "I believe that
you are truly sorry, but your regret does not mean that you are
capable of changing your behavior. I do believe that you are only
acting out the urges and instincts that you naturally possess.
Sometimes you irk me, it is true, but when it comes to this I hope
you know that I don't do it out of malice. I do it out of
responsibility to you."

"What is the purpose, then?"

"To remind you there is such a thing as
shame, for which we must deny our poorer instincts. To remind you
that you are fragile and delicate and that you can be hurt when you
do not remember who you are and who you are with. To remind you
that I do care about you and about ensuring that you are the most
beautiful and most perfect version of who you can be, both for
yourself and for me. I know that would make you happy, if I could
achieve all those things. Wouldn't it?"

Even if I was sometimes distracted from my
role, I did not stray so far away from it that I did not know to
return to it given the right circumstances. I ran my tongue around
the inside of my teeth as I looked back into those potent grey
eyes. "If that is what you want. If that is what you think
best."

"I am not happy to think it," he responded.
"Simply resolved."

"Alright."




Chapter 21






It, whatever it was precisely, would happen
the following Saturday. He said to come to see him early that
morning. Be prepared to stay all day, he said.

I had only vague hints as to what exactly it
was he had planned. It would resemble the day I was sent down naked
to masturbate in front of his staff. That much I had inferred.
Whenever the memory touched my thoughts, my stomach became light in
my abdomen. As with so many of my experiences orchestrated under
Ewan's watchful eye, the sensations of the day came back to me in a
confusing mixture of fear, shame, humiliation, arousal, and
release. Pleasure, in a word, by driving each emotion to its
natural end. Even in recollection, the concoction was potent enough
to cloud my thoughts. I felt as though drunk.

As a result, my head was not in my work that
week. I drifted in and out of the task at hand, often realizing I
had been wiping the same section of counter for ten minutes or
flipping the same set of burgers until they were a blackish brown
and brittle to the touch.

When Saturday came, I went through my morning
ritual as best I could. My hand kept working its way between my
legs as I stood in the shower contemplating the day ahead. Focus, I
told myself. Just as I had on the first occasion, I felt a
compulsion to suppress my interest in the event. I did what I could
to banish all trace of fear or dread or excitement. I tried to
remain aloof, in body and mind.

"Good morning," I said as pleasantly as I
could to the woman who opened the front door in place of the normal
doorman. It was the same one who had first led me upstairs all
those months ago. I realized I had not seen her once since Ewan had
allowed me to set aside the blindfold. "How have you been?"

But she escorted me through the front hall in
silence, ignoring my attempt at lighthearted conversation. What an
unbearable person she must be in her personal life, I thought
sourly. She is certainly unbearable enough here.

We climbed the front stairs and she opened
the door to the sitting room for me. When I reached out to take the
door, I saw that my hand was trembling. Isn't it strange how you
can fight so hard to suppress nervousness, even reach the point of
thinking you have succeeded in staying calm, only for your own body
to reveal your true state of mind? I fixated on the shaking
fingers, willing them to relax, but it accomplished nothing.

Ewan was inside waiting for me. I don't know
if he noticed my hesitation on the threshold or not. If he did, he
gave no sign.

"Regina, will you stay, please? I don't have
much to say."

I heard her step into the room behind me and
close the door. Without really thinking about it I edged around to
my left to bring her into my peripheral vision.

"Joanna, I have been thinking about what
exactly we are going to do. Hopefully what I have come up with will
be enough to accomplish what we hope to today. I've booked you a
venue downtown, and I am going to ask that you go there and follow
Regina's instructions as though they were my own. Do you
understand?"

"Yes."

"Good. I'll speak to you later in the day,
then."

The woman, Regina apparently, led me from the
room. I found my heart sinking and fear welling up ten times
stronger than it had struck at any time during week. It took me a
moment to understand why.

Ewan would not be with me. I had just assumed
that he would be with me, controlling the ordeal as I endured it.
Every other punishment I had endured, I had suffered at his hand
and in his presence. As our relationship had strengthened, as trust
had blossomed to compliment my fear and awe of him, it had meant
everything to see him and to know that whatever happened was
happening by his hand, under his eye. Even when I made him angry,
even when he seemed on the brink of pushing me too far, that
lingering trust never wholly deserted me. But now I was alone. Now
I was not sure that I could endure what was in store.

The woman named Regina drove us back into
town in a town car. Through the tinted windows I watched the
familiar buildings pass us by with a sense of alienation and shame.
I was raised in these streets, but now I was returning as part of
something unwholesome, as something obscene. I was to be displayed
and mocked and would leave the community dirtier for my appearance
in its midst. My legs were crossed very tightly.

We stopped in the back lot of a whitewashed
building in the heart of the town. I recognized it as the old dance
studio. I had taken ballet there when I was a very young girl.

"Come on," Regina said, coming around the
vehicle to take my elbow in her hand.

"I'm not going to run off," I protested.

She walked me to the back entrance of the
building. Weathered green paint was peeling off the iron of the
door. Inside was a dim hallway running along the outside of the
building before it turned towards the street and opened into the
hardwood room I remembered surprisingly well. The large windows in
the facade had been covered in curtains of heavy canvas.

I stood in the center of the room. At first
glance it appeared empty, but when I turned back the way I had come
I saw a strange machine back in the shadows against the rear wall.
My first confused impression was that it belonged in a carnival. A
large red target stood at one end like you would find on a dunk
tank. Across from the target was a chair. Restraints dangled from
the armrests, and what appeared to be a vibrator was positioned in
the seat. The woman entered the room behind me carrying a number of
signs and advertisements. The cardboard at the top of her pile was
covered in large red lettering. "Sex Show, Free Admission, Free to
Play. Today only. Hit the target: give the girl your choice of
pleasure or pain. Sponsored by Rimitroff Vodka."

The reality of the situation hit me then,
starkly, coolly, inescapably real. About to happen. In all these
months when I thought I had become surer of myself, more resistant
to embarrassment, more resilient as a person, I was really just
becoming more comfortable with Ewan. Chagrin at the thought of
strangers, the public, watching me, tormenting me, alighted within
me in panic, in tortuous claustrophobia. I had to get out of this
building. I couldn't do this. I knew I would break. I would sob and
say I will do anything and I will never question you, Ewan. I would
be miserable and humiliated and aroused by my own humiliation and
all the more humiliated by virtue of my arousal. Only afterwards
would I look back with clarity and horror and shame, unable to
change what had happened or who had seen it happening or what they
thought. Total, utter powerlessness was flooding me in chilling
bursts.

"You might want to stretch a bit before I
strap you in," the woman said from behind me. "This show is going
to run a long time."

"How long?" I asked, wondering if it wouldn't
be better not to know.

"Until I get a phone call. Or until a cop
walks in here and shuts us down, I suppose. After all, when your
panties come off you'll be violating several state laws."

"You're saying I could get a record for
this?"

"That will probably be up to Mr. Armistead.
He has enough friends at the DA’s office that it won't happen if he
doesn't want it to, if that makes you feel better."

I sighed a little. I was shocked at how
tremulous and quiet the sound was. "It would have a couple months
ago."

She shrugged her shoulders unsympathetically
and began setting up the signs.

I watched her for a few minutes, something
very heavy sitting where my stomach normally was. After a while I
shook myself back into the moment and began to stretch. Was I
getting all the right muscles? I had never been much of an athlete.
Then again, this wasn't exactly a sport.

It was around 11 when the woman turned on the
lights and opened the door. I could see a rope running across the
sidewalk like you would see outside of a club, but there was no one
outside. I felt the momentary relief that a prisoner on death row
must know so well. No one was here and my clothes remained on, for
the time being.

I walked over and sat down on the edge of the
chair. There was nothing in the room to distract me from what was
coming. I tried counting the tiles on the floor.

There were a couple of voices filtering in
from the sidewalk now. I couldn't see who the speakers were. The
woman was chatting to them and fingering at the rope idly where it
was knotted to the doorframe. A new set of voices joined the first
pair, asking what was going on. "Free admission?" one of the new
voices exclaimed audibly.

I did my best to drown out the growing hub of
conversation and began to pace back and forth. My breath was very
shallow in my chest. I felt lightheaded. I just needed time to
think.

It was 11:30 by my watch when the woman came
back from the door and began moving a series of metal posts into a
line to divide the room front from back. She strung a velvet rope
across the posts, gave me a meaningful look, and then returned to
the door. I was trying not to watch, but I heard the cheers when
she stood aside and let the public in.

I heard their heavy footsteps and laughter,
their breathing and catcalls. I turned around with as much dignity
as I could, aware that every pair of eyes was hungry and crude and
locked on me. My eyes scanned their faces, trying to answer the
question that I had done so much to suppress since learning that
this would all transpire here, in downtown Delano. Did I know these
people? Did they know me?

For the moment, it seemed the answer was no.
This crowd, made up of the type of people who don't hesitate to be
seen waiting in line for a peepshow, was not the group I was afraid
of. They were young farmhands on their days off, a pack of boys
several years younger than me, and various other riffraff. They
were loud and boisterous and intimidating, but at least they were
not family friends or old acquaintances.

"Alright, boys," Regina called out over the
hubbub, "this is how we start off. Each of you gets one throw. Hit
the target, Joanna here takes off a piece of clothing. Sound
fair?"

Hoots and yells and laughter met the
announcement, followed by more than a little shoving to determine
who would throw first. I tried to adopt a guise of disinterest and
unconcern, but I knew I was betrayed by the rising heat in my
cheeks.

The first man to throw was already obviously
drunk. He lurched forward against the rope and needed two tries to
take the ball from Regina's outstretched hand. His throw hit the
ceiling several feet in front of the machine and fell to the floor
with a soft thump. The crowd erupted into mocking jeers and as the
man gestured rudely back at them he began to lose his balance. He
would have fallen but for the hands that came out to steady him and
I smiled in spite of myself.

More jostling ensued. One of the boys, he
looked about nineteen, came out ahead and took a ball. I glanced
over at him and happened to catch his eye. He winked, turned, and
hit the target in a smooth looping throw. A buzzer sounded and the
room erupted in noise. All eyes were on me.

"We'll start slow, shall we Joanna?" The
woman said. "How about your shoes?"

The crowd protested as one, but soon fell
into expectant silence. Every eye was on me. I was wearing my only
pair of stilettos for the occasion, and they slid off with a touch.
Another chorus of cheers was set off and I initially took it to be
sarcastic before realizing that in bending over I had given most of
them a look down the front of my shirt. I straightened my outfit
with color returning to my cheeks and then backed towards the wall
where I had been standing.

"Who's next?" the woman asked.
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The next two to throw missed, and an
impatient buzz began to grow beneath the raucous calls and
jeers.

"Get Tim up there," a voice shouted, and the
call was echoed by several more in the rear. In response, the crowd
began to part and a lanky, narrow-faced young man was pulled to the
front. I recognized him as the pitcher for the high school team I
had seen play several years back.

He shrugged at me, almost apologetically,
before plunking a ball into the center of the target with a
metallic thud. Judging by the volume of the cheering, for I could
not see much beyond the first couple rows, the crowd was getting
bigger.

"It's time for the blouse, Joanna," the woman
almost sang. Yes, the crowd was getting bigger. It seemed to get
bigger with each milky button I undid from the front of my top. The
cold air from the open door swirled against my stomach and the tops
of my breasts. I let the blouse slip off my shoulders and tossed it
back towards the wall. For a very brief moment, whistling became
the dominant sound in the room.

My cheeks felt red-hot. The first time Ewan
had put me through this, my eyes had been blind-folded. The
deprivation of that primary sense had rendered everything about
that day all the more surreal. I had not been confronted with the
sight of so many strangers looking on, enjoying the sight of me. It
amplified the intensity a thousand-fold. The chagrin and horror was
more intense. The pleasure was more intense. And I could feel now
the pleasure as well. I could revel in the sight of all these men
howling after me, their eyes roving over me in glee at my body. My
body was the solitary object of desire in this room, full of at
least two dozen strangers.

I realized I was arching my back and
thrusting out my chest subconsciously. I closed my eyes briefly and
listened to the sounds of lust. I bit my lip and invited their
admiration and desire. Worship me, I sang to them in my heads.

Men were throwing at the target, but I was no
longer particularly concerned by it. They were missing anyways. I
walked up, just beyond arm's reach from the rope, and stood with
hands on hips, feet spread in challenge.

The buzzer sounded again. Someone had hit the
target. I strutted indulgently down the line and then stopped, my
back facing the crowd. I undid the button and zipper on my skirt,
listening to the sounds of expectation and encouragement. Slowly,
luxuriously, I bent over and let the skirt slip down my legs,
exposing everything that my skimpy black thong did not cover. As my
wrist brushed my crotch I felt the dampness in the cloth.

Negligently, I tossed the skirt over by the
blouse and ran a hand over myself. The nylon of my stockings was
smooth on my fingers and I felt an animal triumph. There was
nothing on the minds of these men but desire for me, who they could
not have but wanted so desperately. All my life I had felt an
outsider in the world of seduction and attraction, unsure if I was
welcome, unsure if I was wanted. Now I was wanted.

The buzzer sounded again and I took a seat on
the chair to remove the stockings, unclipping the garters first
with my legs extended in the air.

The crowd continued to grow. The noise and
excitement in the building was attracting more traffic in from the
street. A fuller cross-section of the community was making an
appearance. Respectable men and women were filtering in, wanting to
know what was stirring their sleepy little town.

As the demographics of the crowd changed, so
did the crowd's reactions. I caught glimpses of skeptical faces,
even disdainful faces. Is this all that is going on here? The faces
seemed to say. A whore is taking off her clothes? A whore is going
to be running around naked in our town?

I backed away from the rope line little by
little. Self-consciousness was spreading back through me like an
icy bath. The buzzer sounded again.

I was backed up against the contraption. I
glanced over at where the woman was still handing out balls to
people throwing at the target. I tried to listen to the excited
voices, the approving shouts, and use them to shut out the
unfriendly faces. Don't mind about them, I was repeating to
myself.

The plastic of my bra clasp was very hot
where it lay against my skin. My predominant color was a blotchy
red. I took a deep breath and felt my breasts sag as the support of
the push-up bra fell away. They didn't always lie so slow, did
they?

The gusting air played against my skin,
against nipples hardening in the air, against my fevered forehead.
The cold wind brought the sounds of the room to me as though across
a chasm. We were very far apart now, they and I. They were wearing
clothes and I was not. For all the self-indulgent thoughts I had
been having in my underwear, now standing topless I felt an object,
a plaything, decapitated.

Of their own accord, my eyes fluttered back
across the crowd. I knew several of them.

I tried to run a hand over myself again,
tried to regain that sense of exultant attractiveness. Beneath the
discarded stockings, the skin of my legs felt bumpy, blotchy,
over-pale. My hand froze on my stomach.

That face, that one off to the side, I knew
it. I knew it very well. That face, in the back corner just in from
the street, was Jared Chino. I had nurtured a secret crush on him
for four years of high school, never acting on it because I knew he
was out of my league.

I stared at him in horror. An expression of
slight puzzlement was still fading from his friendly, strong-jawed
face. God he was handsome. He turned and caught my glance before I
could look away. Panic rose in my chest as I stared into his eyes,
my own eyes growing rounder and my mouth hanging half open.

My hand was inching up my stomach in an
autonomous attempt to cover me, taking matters into its own hands
in the wake of a brain that had stopped responding to all but the
astonishment of seeing him, the object of my girlish fantasies for
two long, angst-filled years.

From a very long way away, I heard the buzzer
sound. It was not until the swell of crowd noise alerted me to it
that the meaning fully registered. Still my gaze was locked onto
Jared's perfect face as his hazel eyes roamed over me. A slight
smile, perhaps of amusement, hung on his lips.

"Joanna, if you please," Regina said across
the noise of the crowd.

I stepped back once and raised a sluggish
hand to my waist. My eyes had dropped to Jared's feet. I stared at
them, at the lightly scuffed leather of his shoes, at the drawn
laces visible below his jean hem.

I moved a thumb under the waistband of my
thong. It was not in me to make a display of it. I just wanted this
to be over, or to let it happen and let him go away, or let it
happen and let him look and not have to think. When put like that,
maybe I didn't mind him looking so much. Maybe if I didn't have to
be ashamed or embarrassed, I wouldn't mind him looking at me.

But it was still like moving through water to
begin to pull the thong down over my skin, and my eyes were still
locked on his shoes. It was only when I had to bend over to pull
the thong past my knees that I looked away and down at myself. I
felt very pale and very gangly. My pussy, freshly shaved, was a
deep blushing pink. Several thick beads of moisture were clearly
visible on my labia.

The crowd, my part of the crowd, was
hollering so enthusiastically that I couldn't help but break into a
small smile. I closed my eyes and tried to feel Jared's eyes on my
body.

I opened my eyes again and caught the woman's
unfriendly stare. She gestured at me to walk around a little bit
and as I began to obey it was on unsteady feet. I came out close to
the rope line and moved along it, unsure what to do with my
hands.

Against my own instruction, my eyes returned
to Jared's feet as I approached his section. I caught a shifting
movement and flicked my eyes upwards and saw what he had attempted
unsuccessfully to conceal. His cock was stiff and visible, tucked
up uncomfortably across his thigh underneath the soft denim. Even
his balls must have been a little swollen, for I could make out
their outlines as well.

A bead of liquid ran down the inside of my
thigh. I turned away from the crowd before I could catch his eye,
but did go so far as to lay a hand on the seat of the machine and
bend over, presenting my ass directly to him. Another bead of
moisture, thick enough that it must have been obvious, rolled down
across hot skin.

"The fun starts," Regina announced to the
spectators. She pushed me down into the seat with a rough hand and
began buckling the restraints. My legs were stretched uncomfortably
wide and at such an angle that my crotch was displayed more
prominently than any other part of me.

Once I was secure, she drew electrodes from a
compartment of the machine and attached one to my upper chest and
one to my inner thigh. Finally, she moved the vibrator into
position against my crotch. The gentle pressure released another
trickle of wetness. Finally, she placed a small controller in my
hand.

"This cuts power to the machine," she said,
bending down to put her mouth to my ear. Her smell was a mixture of
rubbing alcohol and perfume. "Mr. Armistead was clear that you
needed a way to cut it off if it became too much. But I wouldn't
push that button until I tell you you can, if I were you."

She left that ominous tone lingering on my
ears and turned back to the crowd. "Now the reward for a good throw
changes. Hit the target and give Joanna here your choice of thirty
seconds of stimulation or ten seconds of shock."

I looked for Jared, wondering if he would
take a throw and if he did what would he choose to give me. But I
could not find him. Had he gone?

Just because he was turned on by what I was
doing didn't mean that he wasn't also disgusted. I felt a little
sick, but I was too aroused to dwell on it. By now I was feeling
that familiar ache of deprivation deep in my abdomen. I was
probably as eager as anyone in the room for that first throw to
hit.

The ferocity of jostling to throw was renewed
by the new prospect of the choice. One of the boys seemed on the
verge of throwing a punch. What does it matter which of you is
first? I thought impatiently. Just let someone go. Just let someone
hit the target.

The first three missed. I was already
starting to feel a little sore from the unusual posture the device
forced me into.

Finally, a man maybe a few years older than
me hit the target.

"What's your choice?" the woman asked. "Pain
or pleasure?"

The crowd roared their respective opinions. I
looked at him with pleading, hungry eyes. He had a kind face.

"Pleasure," he said.

I closed my eyes in gratitude as the vibrator
came alive against my slick flesh. I thrust myself forward against
it the extent allowed by the restraints. I pushed it into myself
until the gentle pressure was a stiff and heavy, like sitting on an
old motor. The top of the rubber head was pressing against my clit.
God, it felt good.

But then it was over before I was ready for
it to be over. My knees locked against the inside of the bindings.
It was this again? Always this?

But I didn't need to worry. The next throw
hit, and the vibrator came alive again. Waves and echoes of ecstasy
reflected back and forth through my body. I curled my toes and felt
the warmth in my legs. Dear God.

This time it was enough. I climaxed loudly,
throatily, squirting out onto the floor in two thick bursts. I was
breathing very hard and my arms were shaking. The noise of the room
had reached a new level.

Embarrassment returned to my cheeks as blood
returned to my brain. My pussy was gleaming wetly in the sunlight
streaming in through the open door. Many of the faces in front of
me were showing signs of surprise at the intensity of my
orgasm.

Sheepishness came into my smile. There were
several more people I knew among the faces looking back at me.

The next throw to hit was a sort of sour
looking man with a much younger woman on his arm. When the buzzer
sounded, the woman whispered something in his ear that made him
smile unpleasantly. "Shock her," he told Regina.

The pain was powerful, immediate, and
wrenching. I felt as though a hook had been passed through my
stomach and I had been jerked four feet to the left. Waves of fire
were running across the tops of my muscles and under my skin and
pumping through my veins. I was rocking against the bindings and I
could not see. And then it was over.

I looked down at myself, almost amazed that I
was not visibly hurt. How could it be safe to send that much
current through a person? Sweat was shining on my skin and
collecting on the underside of my breasts. The air passing over me
from the door was still very cold, and the hot discomfort was slow
in fading.

I had not been expecting that. This was an
element that had not been present when Ewan had put me through this
before. In its own way, the pain was a method of simulating
intimacy. It was its own type of exposure and nakedness. To sit
unclothed in front of these people, to let them put me through all
the extremes of my senses, be subject to them by such powerful
tools that I was powerless to control my own response, was to
surrender everything about myself to them. It was to allow
everything that I was and everything that I possessed to be
witnessed by these people and as it was witnessed I was in no
condition to control it. How did Ewan know so well what would most
expose and humiliate me? How did he understand my own mind so much
better than I?
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My arms and chest ached. My pelvis and thighs
ached. My fingers ached.

Having recognized the true extent of today's
torment, all the old insecurities returned unbidden. Why was this
happening? If Ewan cared about me as I so desperately wanted to
believe, why did he make things like this happen?

It was arousing to be used, to be controlled,
to be punished. It was a vindicating experience, in its own way. It
was something that allowed me to appreciate the fragility and
immediacy of my own life, to feel that I was not wholly my own,
that I was a creature in the world nurtured and victim likewise to
the world around me and to this man in particular. But if it was
not the expression of a deeper relationship, if he did not care
about me, if he was comfortable hurting me this way because I was
inconsequential, then did it really mean anything?

But that is why he does it, I tried to tell
myself. He does it because he cares about me, I tried to tell
myself. This is happening because he believes it will make things
better. And isn't that what they say about God? That He wouldn't
test us if He didn't love us? I stowed that bit of inadvertent
sacrilege away. If it helped, it was not by much.

The afternoon began to pass me by. The faces
rotated and morphed. I transitioned rhythmically through states of
quivering tension, spasmodic relief, and burning agony. My flesh
was red and raw and never out of the watchful eyes of neighbors and
acquaintances and strangers as well. It was all I could do to stay
conscious, and yet all of it played against the soundtrack of my
home town watching and reacting to my smallest movements and
ecstasies and surrenders. Every time the electricity came, it
seemed to come stronger, and every time I climaxed, it seemed less
and less sufficient to distract from the pain.

I can't say when it was, perhaps in the
afternoon or perhaps a month had already passed, when the first
truly bad shock came. I had been looking out the window, unaware of
what was happening, and then it struck, suddenly, and ten times
stronger than anything that had come before. It seized me and
squeezed me into a bottle, scorched great swathes of agony through
my organs and flesh, and then released me gasping and quaking and
unsure of where I was. I shook my head to clear the fog and looked
over at the throwing station. I hadn't heard a buzzer. The woman
caught my frightened eye and looked at me in puzzlement. Had she
not sent the shock?

When the next throw hit, the thrower said to
give me the vibrator, but when it came to life, so too did the
electrodes. I sagged against the restraints, afire in all
conceivable ways, the shell of my body pushed to the very lip of
endurance. Tears were streaming down my face when it ended and my
clit dancing warmly, humiliatingly, within the conflagration.

Regina saw what was happening now. A
concerned look crossed her face, and she left her spot by the rope
line and moved into the back hall. Her departure was met with boos
and jeers, and several of the rowdies began knocking at the rope
posts and making to cross over the barrier. Sitting in the machine,
fully restrained, I became aware of how vulnerable I was alone with
this crowd. Where had Regina gone?

But then she was back, and she had a man in
blue workman's overalls and an electrician's case trailing after
her. Twice now, I heard her saying over her shoulder to him.

He moved to the contraption and pulled out a
pair of rubber-handled pliers to open a panel that sat just above
my left foot. He took several steps back as he peered at the
contents, and then made several notes on a small pad of paper from
his hip pocket.

"Does she have the kill switch?" he asked
Regina.

She nodded.

He turned to me. "Fun's over, miss. I'm going
to need you to flip that switch."

"What's happening?"

"Hell, I thought you'd have figured that out
by now. You've got a wiring problem in this old piece of junk
that's been giving you at least twice the rated voltage for the
past hour. The filament is adhering to the fuse box casing, so
every time it runs juice, it'll get continue melting and getting
stronger and at this point it's completing the circuit even without
the system being triggered by Miss Regina over there."

As though I had been waiting to hear this,
the gruff man's explanation crystallized my thinking in a way that
another thousand hours of agonizing self-doubt never could. "What
does Ewan say about this?" I asked.

"What the hell do I know about Mr. Armistead?
This is a question of human safety, not to mention a code
violation."

"I want to talk to Regina for a minute."

He looked at me for a moment and then
shrugged his shoulders in disbelief and went over to the back hall
where I could see Regina speaking on the phone. She and the
electrician exchanged words, and then she handed the phone to him
and came over to me, being careful to keep at least a couple feet
away from the machine.

"What is it, Joanna?"

"I'm not flicking this switch."

"What are you talking about?"

"Is that Ewan on the phone? I want you to
tell him that I am hooked up to this machine until he comes down
here and tells me to flick the switch in person."

She stared at me for a long moment. "Joanna,
I - I mean, it's alright. I was just talking to him. It's over. You
can press the switch."

"It's not about that."

"Well then what is it about?"

"It's about making him acknowledge the
consequences of the way he treats the people he says he cares
about."

"Don't be difficult. It's very
unattractive."

"This isn't about you. It's not about your
electrician. It's about Ewan and me. Go tell him what I said."

She looked at me with an unreadable
expression, perhaps disgust or perhaps respect. She went over to
the phone, but instead of picking up the receiver she began
gesturing at the electrician.

"Don't risk it," he said. “At this point the
only safe way to power down that machine is the switch in that
girl’s hand.”

"How can it be that dangerous? The wall
socket's only 120-volts."

"That's what it feeds into the system. The
internal voltages of that contraption are a hundred times
that."

"Then cut the cord."

"You can't upset the equilibrium of the
circuit like that. The capacitors will discharge en masse and
you'll probably kill her."

"How can they sell a machine with such a
glaring design flaw?"

"First of all, they don't sell anything. This
was custom built to Mr. Armistead’s specifications. And secondly,
the melted filament is shorting the fuse. If it weren't, this thing
would have turned itself off hours ago."

"Then go push the button yourself."

"Are you kidding me? You aren't paying me
enough."

"So what? The girl's not getting paid
anything and she's hooked up to it right now."

"People commit suicide all the time. What's
that got to do with me?"

Regina said several more things that I could
not make out, and then stalked over to me. "Look, Joanna, this is
your last chance. If I make that phone call, there's not going to
be any pretending that this didn't happen. You could press that
button and keep all our lives nice and simple, or you can make
things difficult."

As if to punctuate her message, an electric
surge came through the line just as she finished. My back arched
against the restraints and every muscle in my body seemed to be
tearing itself apart in attempt to get free. My jaw was clenched so
tightly it felt as though my teeth might crack. Through it all, the
woman looked on with unsympathetic eyes.

"I choose difficult," I said when I had
recovered enough to speak. "Ewan doesn't have the balls to be angry
about this. You can tell him I said that."

Her lip curved in dislike and she turned and
went to the hallway. A sense of relief came over me as I saw her
speaking apologetically into the phone. It was done now. It was
exactly like she said. Nothing could undo this. I had made my move,
here and now. It would go no further. All these months of wanting
more, of feeling betrayed not by his words or actions but by his
attitude that said what I wanted and what I believed did not
matter, those months were over now.

I had changed for him. I had become a better
person for him. I had learned how to release control, to let life
take me. I had learned to explore my limits and see what I would do
for another person. But if he would not also change for me, if he
would not better himself for me, then ours was no partnership. It
would not continue like this.

Another surge came, stronger still. It felt
like the veins in my forehead would rupture from the pressure. Just
endure it, I told myself. All this pain is worth it, if you can
just see it through.

My body was the battleground of this
conflict, just as it had been the site of conquest and the site of
compassion so many times before. If he did not come, if he did not
care what I was subjecting myself to, then that in itself would be
closure.
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Minutes passed, parts of them spent in agony
and the rest spent in fear that he would not come.

Twice more Regina approached me and tried to
talk me into backing down. After the second try, she returned to
where the electrician sat and threw out her arms in final
exasperation. "Fuck it," I heard her say. "We better start thinking
about what we are going to say to the police."

She did not care. I had not expected her to
care. Isn't that how we live our lives, surrounded by people,
interacting with people, who are polite but that fundamentally do
not care? It was how I had led my life for far too long, and I was
finally going to demand something more. That thought, that dream of
final vindication, sustained me through the increasingly powerful
shocks. It was all that did. Sometimes they came close together,
and sometimes there were lulls that allowed me to collect
myself.

Regina had not yet thought to clear the room
out, and of those that remained, most of them now lingered out of a
morbid curiosity.

I tried to count the seconds as they passed.
How long would it take for him to come, if he was coming? Would he
have been here by now? What did an electric shock feel like when it
was just on the cusp of being fatal? Would I have any warning that
my time was running out?

My palms were bleeding now from where my
nails dug into them. The blood ran down my wrist and dried at my
elbow. The sting was sweet, delicate, almost pleasurable when set
against the deep, gut-wrenching turmoil that the electrodes sent me
into.

I tried to think about my childhood. I tried
to remember a time when I assumed everybody loved me, when I was
too young to know better. I tried to remember playing under our
neighbor's apple trees in the fall. My mother used to pick an apple
and bite into it, pulling away from it with her teeth showing
through a grin and say to me, once a glutton, twice a thief. He
wasn't coming.

I tried to remember the days in high school
when I was so sure that a happy life was waiting for me the moment
I found a way out of the school doors. Just survive your teens, I
thought to myself, and you've got it made. Nothing out there is so
complicated. You can do anything and be with anybody.

But then here I was and he wasn't coming. I
could feel tears in my eyes. It wasn't worth dying over this. I was
time to give up. To go away. It was time to forget everything that
had happened as an extended dream, at times bizarre and painful and
at times shining with a promise of a life better than what I knew.
I could let all of it go.

I was taking a final look around me, a final
accounting of what had transpired and what I had attempted, when I
first heard the commotion. Offended noises were rising up out of
the audience. There was a scuffling of feet and someone fell over.
I could see him sprawling down across the floor through the forest
of legs. There was yelling now to go with it.

And then Ewan was there.

He was there, at the rope line. His nose was
bloody and his clothes were in disarray. His serious face was very
dark. He stumbled as he moved over the rope, knocking the weighted
steel post to the tiled floor with a crash.

He threw himself upon me, his hands seizing
the electrodes and pulling them away. There was a sizzle and the
smell of burning skin, but he didn't seem to notice as he clamped a
finger onto the switch dangling loosely from my right hand. The
lights in the machine faltered and dimmed. He was pulling at my
restraints by then, tearing at them fiercely until my arms and then
my legs were free.

I tried to stand, but my legs collapsed under
me, but he caught me under the arms. I clung to him, almost
paralyzed by weakness and with the blood from my palms staining the
collar of his shirt.

He sank to the ground, holding me, and then
set me against the base of the machine. His eyes were very wild,
very confused. "What the hell is this?" he demanded. "Why would you
do this?"

But I was not yet to the point of answering
him. A smile was on my cracked lips. "You came," is all I could
say. My teeth felt very sore against each other.

"What is this?" he demanded again.

"You don't know, Ewan? It could only be so
long that I let you treat me this way before I flushed you
out."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean you can't go on pretending that the
way you treat me is for my own good. You are hiding, and I had to
do something to make you come out of your hiding place."

His face darkened, taking on a startling
severity. "You mean this was all that silly argument?"

"No," I said, so forcefully that he stopped
and looked at me. "Not silly. It is very, very important."

He watched me for a moment. It was as if I
could see his mind retracing the steps of all our conversations,
our arguments, finally understanding what I meant, what I wanted,
and how serious I was. "But look at yourself," he said, much softer
now. "Look what you've done to yourself."

I looked down at my naked body collapsed
against the floor, only my head and shoulders supported by him.
There were deep purple burns where the electrodes had attached, and
a pattern of angry red snaked across my torso where the electricity
had flowed.

"Look at your own hands," I said. "The pain
can make it sweeter, when it comes. I've learned that much."

He studied his hands in surprise, as if he
had not noticed the burned flesh of his fingers and upper
palms.

"I would suffer like this again, if I had
to," I said, "because I want what we have to be real."

"What are you asking, then?" he asked. "If I
can give it, it's yours."

"I want you to acknowledge that you are a
real person who deserves a real life. I want you to acknowledge
that I am a real person who deserves a real life, and that together
we deserve happiness and a future and each other. I want you to be
a man for me, and to know that when I surrender myself to you it is
out of trust and love for the best you, Ewan, who I know, at your
best. "

He watched me through those grey eyes,
troubled and amazed. He reached out and wiped a bead of blood from
my lips with his shirt cuff. "Joanna, for you more than anybody it
is impossible to forget that you are a real person and that you
deserve a real life and happiness. If you think that I can give you
those things, if you tell me that – “ he held out a hand with a
helpless surprise “- then I believe you."

And he looked at me for a moment longer, and
then he kissed me. And as we left the building twenty minutes
later, I did not care what had happened earlier that day. I did not
care that I had been in pain or that I had been naked or what faces
had been in the crowd, because I knew that true intimacy was in the
strong hand held in mine. It was in him knowing and me knowing and
knowing it together, and in not needing to forget for anything. And
later, when I would masturbate to the thought of all the people
that saw my vulnerable body, I would end in the glow of that moment
walking with him and would slip into a smile that nothing could
take away.









This concludes Blind in the
Mansion. If you have not already done so, be sure to check
out these other series from Jessica Whitethread:






Dust and Heat

Katherine Richardson has long been convinced
that the solution to her personal problems will come in that ever
elusive professional success. The last place she would look for
pleasure would be in the company of the bodyguard she has hired for
field research in Egypt, but it is not long before his
understanding and vitality have her coming to terms with needs she
has long refused to acknowledge.






The Caspari Encounters

When Samantha Vichy arrived for work in the
morning, she was not at all prepared and not at all dressed to
serve as the hostess of a visiting intellectual, Nobel laureate
Adrian Caspari. What begins as an intimidating professional
encounter soon blossoms into much more as she comes to learn the
true identity of a man half the world admires through his letters
on a page.






For information about future releases from
this author and similar authors from the Red Spot Press, please
visit us at theredspotpress.tk and
subscribe to our newsletter, or follow us on twitter
@TheRedSpotPress.
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