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Chapter 1






The original reason I went to work in the Big
House in Delano was to cover my mother's medical bills. She was
working at an Italian place downtown and took a deep gash in the
wrist from a busboy who was walking carelessly with a steak knife.
"The ER doctor says I'll be lucky if I can move it again," she told
me over the phone.

I was only six months along at Gaillard
Culinary when I got her call, but what else could I do but give it
up? Worker's comp and insurance weren't going to cover the kind of
PT she'd need if she was ever going to work again, so I left school
and moved back in with her at the apartment on Massuma Drive.

My first choice of work was a local
restaurant, but Delano is a small town and all three of them said
they weren't hiring. I went down in person and made my case at
each, but they just repeated that if something came up they'd let
me know.

After I struck out at the restaurants in
town, and after I'd struck out with the restaurants in Independence
and Rockford and even a couple in Watertown, I heard that the Big
House was looking for a kitchen assistant. It didn't pay well and
private service always looks a bit odd on a resume, but my mother
still had house payments after all, and those medical bills weren't
going away, so I tucked my own selfishness under the bed and drove
up to talk to the chef there.

The Big House is the mansion on the southern
outskirts of Delano, a few minutes west of the Twin Cities on the
394. It's owned by an old, old money family called the Armisteads.
What old money is doing in Minnesota I never understood. It was
just a peculiar fact of life that we all took for granted. When I
was a little girl reading about Dukes and Earls and such back in
the Middle Ages, it never seemed strange that some mysterious
quasi-royalty lurked on the outskirts of our little podunk town.
Every town must have a family like that, I thought, richer than the
queen and faceless as the moon.

I had seen the house many times from a
distance. It's an expansive, four-story white colonial with slate
roof, gables, and an ivy facade. It's probably the only half-pretty
thing to look at in middle-of-nowhere Delano, so it was popular
among high school sweethearts to go up into the hills and watch the
sun set over the estate grounds before fooling around in their
cars. My first time up there was with Johnny Craycie, the second
string quarterback, but I didn't let him do anymore than kiss me a
bit. I went up there once with a real creep named Greg Olsen. That
was the day I first learned how firm you sometimes have to be when
a guy gets the wrong idea into his head. And then I had a number of
really nice times with Riley, my boyfriend for two and a half
years. But he left for Detroit after his twenty-third birthday and
I'd been alone a year and a half since then, increasingly wondering
if something was wrong with me.

I don't mean to get side-tracked. This is all
to say that I was familiar with the house and had seen it from a
distance often enough to give the inside a sort of mythic quality
that made me more than a little nervous. Even parking on the street
and walking up the quarter-mile of broad, conglomerate driveway was
enough to send an anticipatory shiver through me.

Mrs. Galefield and I got along well from the
beginning. She was in her fifties, thickly built and business-like
but kind and sort of motherly in her own way. I think she hired me
more because we got along well than because I was particularly good
for the job. As she put it, the Armistead Household never had
trouble attracting qualified applicants.

"There's one rule I tell every girl that's
worked for me," she said to me after ushering me in and sitting me
down on a stool in the low-ceilinged kitchen. "Don't over sweeten
anything and don't steal anything. I can't tell you which is worse,
but they're both sure to get your ass in the fire. I've worked here
fifteen years and everything I've been told about Mr. Armistead
reinforces the simple truth that you do not want to cross him. It's
not that rare that his orders to sack one of the help gets passed
down to me. If you keep that in mind, you'll be alright."

"What do you mean, been told? Haven't you met
him?" I asked, surprised.

"No, hon, I haven't once. After all, he's an
intensely private man."

I had heard that phrase affixed to Ewan
Armistead's name countless times before. The sole Armistead heir
was almost invariably described as being "an intensely private
man." That is the luxury of wealth, after all. If he hadn't had all
that money he probably would have been called a recluse and a
freak, but as he was rich, they all called him "an intensely
private man" with a sort of reverence that always irked me. He was
never seen in public. This I knew. But to hear that such an
important member of his staff had never laid eyes on him in a
decade and a half in the house was rather shocking. I wondered what
was wrong with him. "In fifteen years?" I repeated.

"In fifteen years," she confirmed. "Now stop
this, and we'll be starting in on lunch."

And that was all that was ever spoken on the
subject. As I settled into the routine of the workplace, I became
used to coming and going by the back entrance, never glimpsing my
employer or even a room that he might frequent. Out of maybe twenty
people who worked in that building, only three at the most might
have interacted with him on any regular basis. But the staff as a
group didn't seem to like me and I could never get a particularly
straight answer out of any of them. They were generally uptight and
seemed to talk down to me. Whether that was because I was young or
because I was inexperienced or because they considered too low
class, I never could really guess. The landscapers, and they formed
the majority of the people employed at the house, were a bit more
earthy and good-natured, but they knew even less about Ewan
Armistead than Mrs. Galefield.

All I wanted was some small answer, just that
one small indulgence of my curiosity. That alone might have been
enough to keep me sane. But without even that small comfort, life
devolved into something very dull indeed. The hours were long and
the pay was enough to cover the bills, but little else. The House
became any other workplace, or worse. The only people I saw on most
days were my boss, my mother, and Sarah, the other girl in the
kitchen. I didn't have money to go out. I just worked, ate, and
slept, for week passing week without gratitude or reprieve. That
can get to a twenty-two year old girl like me. I wasn't used to all
this responsibility, and it ground me down, I'll admit it. Maybe if
at the very least I had been getting laid occasionally it would
have been alright, but the highlights of my sexual life all came by
way of the vibrator in my dresser. Perhaps it was only a matter of
time before I came up with a way to complicate everything.




Chapter 2






Inevitable or not, the big stick in the
spokes came on a Friday. The kitchen staff had worked the past nine
days straight, but Ewan Armistead had canceled his evening meal.
Mrs. Galefield, Sarah and I were all excited for the night off.
Mrs. Galefield in particular was in such high spirits that she
didn't even bother to yell at me when I dropped one of the new
bottles of wine I was unloading to the cellar below the kitchen. I
think she knew I was as tired as she was, and all any of us wanted
was an evening to relax.

"Run and grab the mop, Joanna," she told me.
"These things happen. Just mark it down in the register as lost
inventory and don't worry about it."

This was around one, and we were all going to
have finished our duties within the next hour. The early afternoon
light was filtering in through the low windows and reminding me
that there was a world out there, a world away from the drab colors
and repetitive smells of the kitchen.

I left the rest of the wine case on the
counter and went to mop up the spill. As I swished sudsy liquid
across the floor, I wished I was as happy about the night off as
Mrs. Galefield. But really, what did I have to look forward to? A
simple meal for my mother and I and early bed, just to be back here
tomorrow, was as good as it got. I didn't have the money to go out
with my friends or anything else, really. This was no way to
live.

If I could just have a drink and a hot bath,
that would be enough. But things like alcohol were indulgences that
I just couldn't spend money on these days. What a waste to break
that bottle. What I would have given for that bottle to fall into
my shoulder-bag rather than break on the floor. And Armistead would
never even miss it. He would probably never know a bottle was
broken. It would have been the humble highlight of my month to have
that bottle, and he could lose it without ever knowing it was gone.
Sometimes it was all I could do not to start ripping the
decorations off those expensive walls.

And then I found myself playing with a new
idea. If one bottle missing wasn't noticed, why would a second be
noticed? If something could just be marked off as lost inventory,
then why not - you know - let a second piece of inventory get
misplaced? Was there really any harm in it? Armistead could have
bought the entire town without even noticing it on his bank
statement. It was laughable to think he would notice a missing
bottle of wine. It wasn't even the nicest wine he drank. It was
just a mid-range Bordeaux, probably not more than thirty dollars a
bottle. That was cooking wine in this house. Why not take it? Why
not take just one?

But think of the risk, I told myself. Think
of what would happen if you lose this job. How can you even think
about risking you and your mother's well-being over some petty
indulgence? Getting caught would be an absolute disaster. Even the
thought of it made me a little nauseous.

"Goodnight, Joanna," Mrs. Galefield called as
she backed out of the door.

"Goodnight," I replied.

Sarah had left for the day forty-five minutes
before, and I found myself alone in the kitchen. I finished mopping
with my mind running a mile a minute. I had never stolen anything
before, but this was hardly stealing. Well, maybe it was stealing,
but there was no real harm being done. And how would I be caught?
It was just - it was just something I needed. A person couldn't
stay sane always being so goddamn responsible.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I took
one of the remaining bottles and hid it at the bottom of my bag.
There, now I had done it, and even if I put it back now I was still
technically a thief and there was no going back. I changed the
number in the register from one broken bottle to two and took the
rest of the case downstairs.

My heart was still beating fast in my chest
as I walked down the driveway. A thrill shot through me as I
started my car. I felt alive for the first time in weeks. I felt
dangerous and excited. Never would a glass of wine taste so good,
and Ewan Armistead could kiss my ass.




Chapter 3






I reported to work the next morning
spiritually refreshed, even if a touch anxious. The simple pleasure
of the night before was worth a few of guilty nerves. When nothing
seemed out of place, I felt tentatively satisfied that the whole
thing had been pulled off. Who knows, maybe I would even do it
again sometime.

The morning passed uneventfully, although
Mrs. Galefield did remark approvingly on my high spirits. "It's
good to see you looking so cheerful," she told me. "I've been a bit
worried about you the past few weeks."

"I am doing well, thank you, Mrs. Galefield.
A night off is all I needed," I replied.

"You can say that again," Sarah agreed.
"That's the first real date I've had with Alex in god knows how
long. Any chance we can convince Armistead to go out more
often?"

"I'm sure he'd welcome the suggestion,
Sarah," Mrs. Galefield encouraged derisively. "Why don't you go up
and tell it to him?"

Our hearts remained light for the rest of the
day, and I still had a touch of a smile on my face when I went out
to pick some fresh basil in the herb garden for the evening meal.
When I came back around to the outer door with a fistful of the
fragrant leaves, however, there was a woman I didn't recognize
standing by the entryway. She had a severe face and her medium
build was frozen in a rigid posture. Every line in her skirt suit
was severe and angular and crisp.

Her eyes met mine with a glint of recognition
and she stepped forward to intercept my path inside. I felt my
heart skip a beat, but I managed to keep my face neutral as she
approached.

"Joanna Crawford." It wasn't a question.

"Yeah?" I asked.

"Would you mind coming with me, please?"

My stomach dropped sickeningly. "Come where?"
I tried to keep my voice steady, but it emerged about an octave
higher than normal.

"Just come with me, please," the woman
repeated.

"Now's not a great time. I need to get this
basil into the-"

She didn't bother answering, and simply took
a firm grip of my arm above the elbow and led me inside and down
the back hall in the opposite direction from the kitchen.

"What's this about? I mean, I'm just trying
to do my job. I don't know what-"

She stopped before a door I had never seen
opened, and turned on me. "This will go better for you if you keep
your mouth shut."

"But-"

She placed a hand to my mouth and shook me
roughly without repeating herself. When she took the hand away, I
remained silent.

She led me into a small coat room with
another door on the opposite wall and removed a strip of cloth from
the pocket of her jacket. I waited in incomprehension as she moved
around behind me and bound the cloth around my eyes, rendering me
blind. Then she returned her hand to my arm and led me forward.

I heard a door open and then close behind us,
and I found my feet navigating up a flight of stairs. I stumbled
once, but her grip was firm enough to save me from falling. When
the stairs ended, we passed through another door, and then her hand
disappeared and I heard the door close behind me. By the pronounced
echo of the sound, I surmised that the room I was in must be
relatively unfurnished.

I stood there, shifting from one foot to the
other and waiting for someone else to come get me. All of this was
so bizarre that I had almost forgotten the likely cause of it, but
the memory returned with a renewed twisting of my stomach. This was
about the wine. It couldn't be about anything else. But this was
all so strange. Why didn't someone just come and ask me about it?
Wouldn't it have been Mrs. Galefield who would have seen the
register? And where was I and why on earth was I blindfolded?

I was so lost in my own incomprehension and
dread that it took me several minutes to perceive that there was
someone else in the room. When the suspicion dawned on me, I stood
very still and and listened. Yes, I could hear them breathing.
There was unmistakably someone breathing just a few feet away from
me, watching me as I stood there.

"H-Hello?" I asked, tentatively.

"Joanna." The voice was a quiet baritone,
sonorous and cruel.

"Yes," I said.

"You are one of the girls who work in my
kitchen."

So I was talking to Ewan Armistead. I was in
the same room as Ewan Armistead. Ewan Armistead was only a few feet
from me, talking to me, looking at me. And I had been blindfolded.
This was all incredibly strange and more than a little
frightening.

"Please answer me." There was a hint of steel
in his tone, patient but implacable.

"That's right. I'm one of the girls in the
kitchen, sir."

"Do not address me, Joanna. Do not call me
sir. Answer only yes or no. Do you know why we are here?"

I tried to swallow inconspicuously. "No."

"That's strange. You certainly should know
why we are here. Are you sure you can't guess?"

"Yes, I'm sure."

He did not speak for a moment. "Joanna, do
you know why I would like you to answer me? It is because if I hear
you explain the reasons for your behavior, I might be able to
regard the matter in a more sympathetic light."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

There was a long sigh. "I am going to tell
you what I did this morning, Joanna. I watched a security tape of
you taking a bottle of wine and putting it among your personal
belongings. Then I watched you walk out the door with it."

"There are cameras in the kitchen?" I blurted
the question before I could stop myself.

"There are."

I exhaled, a mixture of almost unbearable
apprehension and frustration, now tinged with a hint of
indignation.

"Does that make you unhappy?"

I hesitated a moment. "Yes, it does."

"Why does that make you unhappy?" The tone
was dangerously calm, but stupidly I did not notice.

"I don't think you have the right to be
watching people without their knowledge. If you have cameras in
that room, you had them intentionally disguised so we wouldn't know
we were being watched."

"You are my employees. You are working on my
property. Thus you become my property."

"I'm not your property."

I heard his footsteps on the hard floor. One,
two, three, and then he stopped in front of me. I could feel his
breath on my face. A heavy masculine scent filled my nostrils.

When he spoke, his voice was little louder
than a whisper and the tone was almost gentle, almost loving, but
with a hint of cruelty that released shivers down my back. "I think
you are wrong about that, Joanna."

"I'm not your property," I repeated
defiantly, using the volume of my voice to reassure myself. "And
I'm not going to stand around listening to this just to give you
satisfaction before you fire me."

"So you would like to lose your job over a
single bottle of wine?"

"What?"

I do not know how or why, but I seemed to
hear the deafening clap before I felt the hand collide with my
face. It filled my ears and rattled through my skull before I
registered the burning on my skin. And then the sensation struck me
in full as my head recoiled backwards. I gasped and blinked back
tears under the cloth of the blindfold. I took a shuddering breath.
I didn't know where this was going. I could only answer the
question.

"No, I don't want to lose my job," I choked
out.

A gentle touch alighted on my cheek, brushing
over the hot flesh and then vanishing.

"Did that hurt?" he asked.

I struggled with conflicting instincts.
"Yes," I admitted after a moment.

"But I think you would rather be slapped than
fired."

I took a deep breath. "Yes."

"And I think that if I make you hurt a little
bit, you will have learned your lesson and I won't have to make my
cook find a new assistant. Is that also true?"

"I've learned my lesson," I said quickly.

He laughed, a strange mixture of sympathy and
amusement. "I don't think you have, Joanna. But if you tell me that
you would like to learn your lesson and remain employed, then I
will entertain the hope that by working together we can drive that
lesson home. Would you prefer that?"

I choked back anger. Just say yes and it will
be over sooner or later, I told myself. Even if he's going to fire
you anyways, it is worth playing along with him for the dimmest
glimmer of hope. If you lose this job your mother, who has done so
much for you, will always suffer the consequences. If I cannot pay
for her treatments, she will never move her hand again. You're not
doing this for yourself. You are doing it for her. "Yes," I
said.

"Good," he said. "That is the first
step."

His footfalls led away from me and I heard
him click a button and a buzzer sounded in another room. A door
opened and new footsteps entered.

"Tie this girl's hands behind her head," I
heard him say to the new presence.

A woman's hands took my wrists and bound them
tightly behind my neck with a soft cord. Then the footsteps
receded, the door closed, and the awful silence of the room
returned. I waited, my breath shallow in my mouth and adrenaline
pumping in my ears. I strained to hear a first footstep towards me,
but I had lost track of his position when the woman had entered the
room and he was not making any sound by which to locate him.

He spoke from behind me. "I do hope you are
my partner in this, Joanna. It is only together that we can truly
conquer this destructive side of yours. We both will be better
served if you learn from this experience. Do you agree?"

I breathed through my nostrils in impotent
frustration. "Yes."

"Good. I would like you to turn around to
face me and walk forward until you are standing in front of me.
Would you do that, please?"

I turned and began to walk forward, feeling
my way tentatively across the floor to avoid stumbling. I could
feel his eyes on me.

"Stop," he said from directly in front of
me.

I stood dutifully still, my feet slightly
apart and my hands resting against the back of my neck.

"Now turn to the side and bend over."

Hot flames rose in my cheeks as I realized
his intended method of punishment. Of all the demeaning ways to be
chastised, he was going to spank me? Clearly this was more about
humiliating me, about showing me who was in control, than about
pain itself. Fuck him, I thought impotently, but I did as told.
God, just let it be over quickly.

A hand touched my ass, tracing a circle over
my stretched cheek, and then withdrew. A shiver ran through me,
dread mingling with anticipation with ... excitement. It was more
than a little arousing to be standing, blindfolded and with my ass
out to this mysterious figure. I wondered what he might look like.
I wondered what how he looked right then, perhaps bent over and
examining my exposed and vulnerable posture.

A second hand grasped my shoulder and then
the first hand returned with a force as strong as the slap earlier.
I gasped at the sudden pain and would have lurched forward but for
the hand on my shoulder holding me balanced. Another blow followed
the first, and then a third. Each sting built upon the one
preceding it and I gritted my teeth.

He paused, his hand still firm on my
shoulder, allowing the pain to blossom in the flesh of my buttocks.
The stinging deepened to a dull ache and then began to subside. But
just as it did, he struck again. Five blows this time, and the
discomfort lanced down my thighs and I let out an involuntary
noise, half grunt half choking gasp, through the hair that had
fallen across my face. Tears soaked into my blindfold.

"Do you know why this is happening,
Joanna?"

"Yes," I choked out.

"Why is it happening?"

"Because I stole a bottle of wine."

"Thank you," he said. "Now stand up and lay
yourself across my lap."

The resentment and frustration that had
dominated my emotions earlier was being struck away, and now I
simply complied. He was in control and I could not fight him. I
could only surrender to his chosen course of events. I stood and
felt my breasts settle back imperfectly into the shelf of my bra.
His hands guided my hips as I stepped sideways towards him and bent
over until he lowered me onto his lap. His legs were spread such
that, perched on his outer thighs, my chest lay upon his left leg
and my groin across his right leg. I could feel the warmth of his
skin through the clothing.

I squirmed almost pleasurably, pressing my
now hard nipples into the muscle of his thigh and rubbing my
sensitive groin around his knee. Somehow I had become fully
aroused. Why I was responding in this way, I did not know, and the
throbbing in my ass seemed to amplify all physical sensation. My
sex released a hint of wetness and I continued my discreet
wriggling upon his supporting legs,

"Remember why this is happening, Joanna," he
said. "Remember what you did that caused this."

And then the blows returned. Again, a
sequence of five struck the same butt cheek, returning hot fire to
the region. Each blow rocked me across his legs, rubbing me in my
most sensitive places. I could feel blood flowing into my crotch as
it pressed against him.

"Is one bottle worth this?" he asked. "You
must not sabotage yourself with such thoughtless actions."

He spanked me again, five to the other cheek,
and the pain mixed with the pleasure of the arousal and the
sensation of my rubbing parts. My breathing was shallow from the
combined intensity of it all.

"You must learn," he was saying. "It is
important that you learn."

"Yes," I choked out.

And then I released a gasp as I felt his hand
moving underneath my skirt. It crept up the back of my thigh and
pushed aside the fabric as it explored. Very deliberately, he
rolled up the skirt to my waistline, exposing my panties-covered
buttocks to view. I squirmed on his legs defeatedly and tried to
remember which pair I was wearing. It was my pinkish cotton set
with the pattern of small flowers. The bottom seam was a little
frayed, I recalled. A current of outrage returned, intermixed with
hot shame, as I imagined him scornfully studying the worn fabric
and stray threads of my underwear.

His fingers played over that bottom seam, and
then hooked underneath it, drawing it up my ass in the semblance of
a wedgie until my cheeks were fully exposed and the fabric was
stretched painfully tight against my crotch. His grip tightened
further and I felt the panties slip between my labia and felt cold
air against my engorged lips.

And then the blows resumed. Again and again
he struck against the bare flesh of my round and reddened buttocks.
The taught fabric of my panties and my jolts against his leg were
having a strong effect on me. My juice was surely visible in the
fabric of my underwear. I felt an urge to move towards his inner
lap. With each strike and rocking motion I tried to slide down away
from his knees. I imagined the feeling his cock through the cloth.
It was only inches away. And what if he were hard? What if I had
given this man an erection? Even though I surely hated him, for
some reason the thought of my squirming body having aroused him was
enough to release another wave of wetness in me. I squirmed
sideways even more obviously, and then I felt a hand on my hip,
holding me outwards.

"Stop."

I froze.

"Stand up."

I lowered my feet to the ground, moved them
beneath me by straddling his knee, and shakily shifted my weight
onto them. I felt my skirt fall back into its correct position and
cool air played against my blushing face.

"You were beginning to become aroused."

I stared ahead into the blindfold, trying to
keep my face neutral despite my redness.

"That does not help you to learn your lesson,
does it?"

"No."

"We might as well stop now," he said. "I hope
this is the only time this proves necessary."

"It will be."

He stood up and sounded the same buzzer one
room over, and again a door opened and footsteps entered. I felt
hands closing the top buttons of my blouse. I had not realized it
had opened. Once my hands were free I straightened my underwear and
then felt myself being led out of the room. I heard a door shut
behind us and found myself navigating the flight of stairs once
more. I could feel the soreness in the muscles of my backside with
each step.

We passed through another door and my
blindfold was removed. We were back in the coatroom, and I was with
the same woman as before. She returned the blindfold to her pocket
and shooed me out into the back hall without saying anything. The
door slammed behind me and I slumped sideways against the wall, my
emotions an interplay of shock and exhaustion as I rubbed ruefully
at my sore flesh.

Gradually my breathing and heart rate
returned to normal and I went back outside to find where I had
dropped the basil. I found the fragrant leaves lying on the
doorstep, slightly crushed and wilted.

Mrs. Galefield shot me an unreadable look as
I returned to the kitchen, but did not say anything. Sarah seemed
oblivious to my brief absence. Without speaking we all continued
about the tasks of the meal.




Chapter 4






I went home that night and finished the last
of the wine. It was a peculiar emotion, to be drinking it knowing
what it had cost me. I was not ashamed of myself. I still
considered Armistead a rich and greedy man, and knowing him to be
an authoritarian and perhaps even a sadist did not improve my
feelings for him.

Nothing about my experience had exerted a
moral impact on me. It simply taught me that Armistead thought he
was in control. He thought he knew everything, and thought that he
could bring everyone into line with his wishes. The fact that he
had chosen to discipline me personally told me everything I needed
to know about him. He attributed the quality of his life and the
uniformity of his domain to his own personal actions. I imagined
some generic aristocrat sitting on a throne with a smug look on his
face as he surveyed his underlings, waiting for an opportunity to
punish them. It rankled me a bit that I had let myself get caught
by someone like that.

Yet I had been careless stealing the bottle
only because I didn't know I was being watched. It didn't mean that
he was omniscient. And yet he had spoken to me as if I had been
foolish to think I could ever get away with anything. It still made
me hot to think about.

My mother's always told me I've got a
stubborn streak a mile wide, and she's not wrong. Maybe it's a
failing, but I can't be anything other than myself, can I? And
after having to suffer through the humiliation of that room
somewhere in that house, I knew only one thing: I was going to
steal another bottle and get away with it. Fuck Armistead and fuck
anyone who thought they could treat people the way he did.

But I had to be smart about it. I was NOT
going to be caught again. Of that I was sure. He was never going to
know, not even with all those cameras he apparently had hidden
around the building. Maybe when I was finally free to quit that job
I would leave a note telling him what I had stolen from him, just
so I had the satisfaction of telling him I had beaten him.

I planned it out very carefully. It was not
to be a sudden impulse this time. It was a premeditated crime. Mrs.
Galefield sent out orders to various places over the course of the
week, but certain wineries always delivered on a specific day. I
knew if I watched the order list and saw any order from Chateau
Benoit, there would be a white pick-up coming up the driveway
sometime after ten o'clock on the following Tuesday. I would have
to make my move discreetly and while unloading from the outside,
where any cameras - and there most likely were some focused on that
entrance - would presumably be a lot further away.

I bided my time, too. I didn't do anything
right away. I silently exulted when Sarah dropped a bottle of apple
vinegar the following week, and again when a leak ruined fifteen
pounds of flour and a couple tins of baking powder during a
rainstorm towards the end of the month. All of that would muddy the
waters and put that much more distance between the last felonious
"loss" and my next attempt.

Anticipation of the crime served to
invigorate me during those long tedious hours. Every time I put a
handful of saffron into a dish for Armistead that cost more than I
made in a week, I took comfort in the fact that it was only a
matter of time before I was getting back at him, even if only in my
own insignificant and petty way. I just had to be patient.

And then I got notice from the man who gave
me my paycheck that my overtime filing was getting shaved in half
and I wasn't going to be paid for the six hours I had worked the
previous Friday. That was enough for me. The next time I saw
Chateau Benoit on the list, I was shifting my plan into gear. I
needed to do something. I could only lie down for so long.

In preparation, I took an empty bottle from
the recycling dumpster and filled it with discarded beef broth that
was roughly the same color as the wine. It was all a little
elaborate, I guess, but I was really getting off on fancying myself
smarter than Ewan Armistead and his security precautions, so the
more complicated the better, to my mind.

As the delivery-man opened the tailgate and
handed me a case of wine, I had the decoy in my sweater, clutched
to my side by my elbow. I bent down in a show of improving my grip
on the box, tilting it towards the side, and allowing the decoy to
skate across the open top and fall with a shatter to the pavement.
I bent over the box in chagrin and moved one of the new bottles
into the same hiding place, and then hurried inside with a dismayed
look on my face.

That night I didn't open it. It was a trophy
to be saved for a special occasion, and I placed it on the top of
my dresser where I would see it every day before work.




Chapter 5






The next day, the woman appeared again at the
back entrance. I had been out walking the grounds during my break,
and did not immediately see her as I turned around the corner of
the building. The sight of her stopped me in my tracks. She coolly
met my horrified gaze and opened the door pointedly, gesturing
inside with an air of mock civility. Disbelieving dismay filled my
chest as I approached. All that work, and here I was.

"Don't dawdle," she said.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm coming."

He would probably fire me now. Maybe I didn't
care. Maybe that was why, in my heart of hearts, I had made up my
mind to try again. Oh bullshit, I told myself, you can't afford to
lose this job and you know that. You thought you'd get away with
it, and you did it because you are a selfish, short-sided, terribly
stubborn person. If he gave me any way to keep my job, I would take
it and never try a stunt like this again. He was going to talk to
me about lessons, but I had learned mine the moment I caught sight
of this woman.

Into the coatroom we went. My eyes were
bound, and I was led through the door, up the stairs, and into the
room. Again, the door closed with an awful echoing sound, but I had
not heard the woman leave. My skin tingled in awful
anticipation.

And then I felt the woman's hands unbuttoning
my blouse.

I exclaimed in surprise and tried to stop
her, but she grabbed me by both wrists and held until I became
still. She finished removing my blouse, and then stooped to remove
my shoes. Then her hands were within the waistband of my skirt,
opening it and sliding it down my thighs. I felt her hands on each
of my ankles in turn to guide me in stepping out of it. She walked
away and I heard the soft crumple of fabric being thrown down, and
then she returned. I protested weakly but did not try to fight her.
Her hands moved around my bra, opening the clasp in the back and
sliding it off. I felt my nipples stiffen in the cold air of the
room, and I raised my arms to cover myself.

And then I felt her sliding my panties down
and in panic I uncovered my breasts and seized the elastic
waistband, pulling up on it and whimpering pleadingly that it not
be taken away.

But she did not listen, and I was left
standing naked of any covering but for the blindfold. I blinked
back tears and tried to regain my composure. He must be nearby. I
straightened my back and fought not to shiver as a slight breeze
flowed across my bare skin. I covered myself self-consciously, a
hand across my breasts and the other between my legs, as I strained
to hear a sound.

"Hello, Joanna." His voice was even more
terrible than I remembered: beautiful, but horrifying, really, that
it could be so melodious, so patient, and so ... implacable.

"Hello, Mr. Armistead."

"I asked you not to address me."

"Yes, sorry."

Three footfalls sounded and his voice came a
little closer.

"I don't often deal with second
offenses."

I didn't say anything. What was the point of
arguing?

"I thought we were going to beat this
disobedience of yours together."

Again I stayed silent.

"Isn't that what we were trying to do?"

"Yes."

"Did I keep up my end of the bargain? Didn't
I try to help you learn a lesson after your first mistake?"

"Yes."

"So it is not my fault, is it?"

"No."

"And you take responsibility to what has
brought us back to this little situation?"

I took a miserable, shuddering breath.
"Yes."

He paced a slow circle around me, his steps
loud against what I could now feel with my own bare feet was some
sort of slate floor. I forced myself to hang my arms at my sides
and face determinedly ahead. If I did not appear embarrassed,
perhaps that would salvage a sliver of pride.

"I will tell you a secret, Joanna. I do not
really mind that we are back here." His footsteps stopped in front
of me. "You see, I always restrain myself when someone who works
for me makes a mistake. We all make mistakes. We must minimize them
and move past them. They are not the end of the world." He resumed
his slow strides. "But doing a bad thing twice? That is not a
mistake. No, no, no, that is no accident. It shows that you are
resistant to learning your lesson. And it calls for a more
sophisticated solution to the problem. I am always glad to
encounter a challenge, Joanna, and so I do not mind that your
behavior forces me to become ... creative."

I shuddered involuntarily at the word.

"Or should I give up on you?"

"What?"

"Should I give you up as a lost cause and
send you on your way? I do not know. It seems such an uncaring
solution."

"Please don't fire me." The plea was
necessary, even if I almost choked to be speaking precisely the
words that he wanted to hear.

"You do not want to go? Then ask me not to
give up on you. I must hear that you are committed."

"Please don't give up on me. I don't want you
to give up on me."

A hand tugged gently through the hair on my
temple. That same, now familiar scent of his returned, charged with
the intense memories and sensations of my last time in this room.
"I am glad." The hand withdrew. "But committing to this task still
leaves the greater part of our work ahead of us. We must consider
the tools that might let us accomplish this goal. Do you know what
our single most important tool is?"

I couldn't bring myself to speak. The lump of
dread in my throat prevented all speech. I managed to shake my head
slightly.

"We have already made some slight use of this
tool on our last meeting. We did not explore its full potential,
did not explore its many facets, but that meeting served as an
introduction to its usefulness, I think." The hand returned, now
caressing delicately across my cheek. My skin tingled under his
fingers, but no matter how tenderly he touched me, I knew that
always the next contact might bring great pain. "This tool I am
talking about, of course, is your body."

I let out a slight whimper, the fear and
anticipation so intense that I could not get a full breath of
air.

"And what sort of tool is it, Joanna? What
sort of body is it? It is a woman's body, I can see. It is a young
body, supple and ripe and vulnerable. Yes, most of all vulnerable.
You cannot see yourself, exposed and a little bit pitiful as you
stand there, but surely you can feel that vulnerability. Do you
sense these goose bumps on your arm?" I felt his fingers running up
along my slender bicep. "You are even shivering, though it is not
particularly cold. How your heart must be beating, I cannot
imagine." He was speaking so softly, with an almost wondrous tone,
that I could only barely discern his words.

"You do not have much in the way of breasts,
do you? They are little more than mosquito bites." I felt the brush
of fingernails along the outside of my left breast, beginning close
to my armpit and tracing downwards and inwards. "Were you ever
teased for having small breasts when you were a girl?"

I neither could nor wanted to answer.

"Yes, I think you were. Girls can be so
cruel. I'm sure you cried about it a little bit. But I hope you are
not still ashamed of your body now. It is not an altogether
unpleasing body. These breasts may be small, but they are healthy
and young. Your nipples are quite attractive." He toyed at them
with his fingers and they stood up for him obediently. "Yes, I do
like your nipples."

I bit my lip, hating him all the more for the
way my body responded to his touch.

"And your ass." He walked around behind me.
"This part of you I did become acquainted with on your last visit,
didn't I?" He cupped my right cheek in his hand. "I imagine it hurt
for several days afterwards, didn't it?"

He waited for an answer, and when one was not
forthcoming he leaned in, his hand still grasping my butt cheek,
and pressed his face against my neck. His mouth was only an inch
from my ear and he spoke in the gentlest whisper. "I know you must
be very frightened, Joanna, but I would like you to try to answer
me. It's not good for you to stay silent for so long like this,
retreating inside yourself and away from me. Please answer me. Did
it hurt you the day after I spanked you?" A tear escaped from the
bottom of my blindfold and I felt it rolling down my cheek before
it was wiped away tenderly. He repeated the question.

"Yes," I finally managed to say.

"Thank you, Joanna."

He released his grip and walked back around
to stand in front of me again.

"And now, what about your cunt?" I heard him
crouch down and felt the stirrings of his breath on the naked skin
of my groin. "It is very well groomed," he complimented quietly.
"Do you shave it? Or wax?"

"I wax it," I stammered.

"It is very beautiful. I am certain that it
is your best feature. And I am sure you have made men very happy
with this pussy, haven't you?"

"I think so," I answered after I realized he
was waiting for a response.

"Yes, I can tell you must have. You do not
need to say you only think so." I stiffened as I felt his fingers'
light touch on my labia. He spread me open slightly, and then after
a moment removed his hand. "My goodness, Joanna, you are quite
wet."

A dull heat rose to my cheeks in spite of all
the other emotions competing to broadcast themselves on my
face.

"Does it arouse you to have your body
explored?" he asked.

"Yes."

"And now you are blushing, as well. You are
embarrassed?"

"Yes."

"I see."

I heard him walk several steps away, and then
he was quiet. The silenced endured for a very long time, moment
passing moment passing moment.

After what must have been several minutes, I
heard a click and the buzzer sounded in the other room. The door
opened and footsteps entered.

"Tie her hands behind her head, please," he
said.

Hands took my wrists and carried out the
request. Then the footsteps receded and the door was closed.

"Joanna, I would like us to return very
briefly to why we are here. I want it to be forefront in your mind.
I want you to understand why you are being punished. I want your
body to understand why it is punished. Would you tell me,
please."

"Because I stole another bottle of wine."

"And why did you do that?"

"I don't know."

"That doesn't sound like a very good reason.
Are you sure there wasn't a better one?"

"I - don't know," I insisted, the twist in my
stomach tightening.

I heard him approach me again. His footsteps
were slow and deliberate. He stopped just to my left. "After all we
have discussed, you and I, and we cannot be honest about this one
little thing? I promise you, Joanna, that our day's work here
cannot be finished until we both understand why precisely this is
all happening. Did you do it because you wanted the bottle?"

He waited patiently for me to respond, as
though he sensed that my resistance was depleted.

"No," I said at last.

"Did you do it because of me?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because I was angry."

Something cold and foreign brushed against my
lower back. "Because you were angry with me about our last attempt
to improve you," he repeated. "Because you resented my help.
Because you are resistant to bettering yourself and rising above
petty theft. Because you are small and you are weak and because you
become frightened when you do not feel in control."

The touch traced up my spine ever-so-lightly,
and I drew away from it slightly.

"What we must teach you, Joanna, is that you
will always be small, and you will always be weak, and you will
never be in control. I will do what I can to make you learn this,
and you must do what you can to accept it. And if we work together
and if we use this body as a tool, then we may achieve it. Do you
understand?"

"Yes."

"I'm glad."

And then the touch withdrew. I heard him
change position, and I screwed my eyes closed within the blindfold.
God, just let it happen and let it pass, I pleaded.

And then a crack sounded and something sliced
into my skin. A stripe of flesh across my lower back caught fire
and I let out a gasp of surprise that was soon followed with gasps
of pain. The powerful stinging seemed to whine in my eardrums and
the heat of adrenaline was suddenly everywhere in my body.

"This is a whip, Joanna. It is extremely
painful, don't you think?"

My teeth were clenched too tightly to speak,
so after several shuddering inhalations I simply nodded.

"We can only accomplish so much if we don't
adopt more potent tools. But there is a danger to being so ...
aggressive. Pain builds quickly, too quickly, and then the sufferer
loses consciousness. You would end up unconscious on my floor. Do
you think we would accomplish anything if you passed out on my
floor?"

His tone remained so calm and matter-of-fact
that its effect upon me was becoming surreal as my heart threatened
to leap out of my chest and my back felt like it was tearing in
two. I shook my head, praying that he would get to the point and do
what he was going to do.

"No, of course not. And yet, we are trying to
use your body, trying to teach it that there is great pain in
misbehavior. The brain is a fickle thing, and a lesson it learns is
a lesson soon forgotten. But the body-" I felt the object pressing
lightly into the tensed flesh of my buttock "-remembers its
suffering and does not forget. Bruises fade and skin mends itself,
but there is something in each cell of your body that will never
forget what has caused it to endure pain. It is your mind that is
weak and fickle. It is your mind that will flee into
unconsciousness. It is your mind that is preventing you from being
the creature that you have the potential to be. If we can only
communicate directly with your skin, with your flesh, without your
mind's interference..."

I felt the cold object tracing around my hip
and begin to circle my belly button.

"But there is a curious fact of human
physiology that is very useful to us," he went on. "As you become
aroused, you become very sensitive. Your emotions respond to every
touch and sensation. This is the effect of low arousal. But when
that arousal is stimulated and you begin to be pleasured, the
effect becomes reversed. You will become less aware of the world
around you, and all sensations will deaden. You could be lit on
fire and not care. Such is the power of the sexual impulse, that it
erases all protective mechanisms of the body's nervous system. What
a fascinating quality of the human body, don't you think?"

The cold contact traced down across my pelvis
and sensitive mound and I found myself heaving in almost deaf
intensity, my pussy slick with my anticipatory juice. The pain of
the whip seemed like a distant memory. I felt a hand cup my left
breast and it was all I could do to remain balanced on my feet. The
object traced my vulva, becoming moistened as it flicked briefly
between my legs and then skating around the lips again and again.
It brushed very close to my clit and a powerful shudder ran through
my body.

His voice had become a soft croon, passive as
a lullaby, as he toyingly manipulated me. "Give the mind a little
pleasure," I heard him whispering as though from a distance, "and
it will tolerate all the pain in the world." The object in his hand
began to vibrate against me. I felt the whip returning, biting into
my back, but I did not process the sensation as pain. The sting was
light, sweet, and insubstantial. Waves of pleasure were rising
through me. Again and again I felt that brush against my back, as
though some faint itch were being pleasurably scratched, but it was
not sufficient to distract me to the overpowering sensations
between my legs. I felt myself approaching orgasm. Each gasping
breath I drew seemed a struggle against the muscles of my chest and
stomach clenched in ecstasy. I was so close.

And then all contact ended. My senses were
thrown into limbo, and the ecstasy began to recede. I swayed and
fell to my knees on the hard stone, rubbing my thighs together in
attempt to get myself off. My hands pulled at the rope around my
wrists in a desperate attempt to bring a finger down to push me
that last inch to achieve orgasm. I opened my legs and pressed my
groin against the floor, dragging my soaked pussy against the rough
surface in desperation.

But it was no use. I curled up into a ball
and lay against the floor. Slowly my breathing deepened and
regularized. The overwhelming urge seeped away unsatisfyingly and a
discomfort in my back began to grow. An awareness of what happened
was taking hold. The awareness fed the discomfort and the
discomfort fed the awareness until my back was on fire and I had
become as pre-occupied with the agony as I had been with my desire
moments ago pressed wetly against the slate floor.

"Remember why this happens," he said simply.
I heard his footsteps leaving me, and the door opening and
shutting. I was left alone in the silence, sobbing quietly in pain
and frustration into my blindfold.

After several unending minutes, I heard the
door open. Footsteps approached and something absorbent was being
pressed against my back, patting at the hot liquid I could feel
running across my skin. The woman's hands untied my binding and
rolled me over onto my stomach. I laid a cheek against the cold
stone and remained limp as she taped a bandage across my lower back
and dressed my naked body. The clothes still bore the damp residue
of the terrified perspiration I had produced as I had been led me
into this room however many minutes before.

She removed my blindfold and left me in the
back hall as she had before. The pain in my back was persistent,
but if I bent at a certain angle I could minimize it for the
moment.

I remained stationary in the hallway, leaning
with my shoulder pressed against the wall and trying to process all
that had just happened. I could still feel the metallic taste of
fear in my mouth and the shivers that had run through me as he
spoke in that awful - beautiful but awful voice. I recalled the way
his delicate touches had circumscribed me, the way his eyes had
pierced my every feature and his perceptiveness had laid bare my
insecurity and humiliation. Again I heard him complimenting my
pussy. You must have made many men happy, he had said.

To my amazement and horror, I realized I had
my hand in my panties and was fingering myself as the scene
replayed in my head. I was still incredibly turned on, and he had
brought me so close to orgasm that I achieved it with my fingers in
less than a minute. I breathed heavily through my nose and arched
my back against the wall of the hallway, inadvertently re-opening
the wounds. But the climax was nothing like it could have been, if
only he hadn't stopped.

But fuck him, I thought yet again as I
descended from the shallow orgasm. Over and over, with an
increasingly shrill inner voice, fuck him. It wasn't enough that he
watched me on camera, and that he seemed to know my every deed and
motivation? It wasn't enough that he disciplined me and caused me
pain over the smallest misdeed? Now he was manipulating my
sexuality as well? Now he had subverted my body to his own ends,
and made me respond like some helpless nymphomaniac to his abuse?
Was that the true purpose of what he imposed upon me in that room?
How could he get away with this?

But I wasn't going to be the one who could
put a stop to it. Much as I might like to, I wasn't going to do
anything about it. I needed this job and as long as I stayed out of
trouble, I would never have to think about that strange room again.
He was right. The wine wasn't worth it, and acting on the anger and
resentment wasn't worth it. It was all pettiness, and I had to set
it aside, put my head down, and live my life.









This concludes
A Series of Misdeeds.
Blind in the Mansion continues with






Book Two: Exhibition and
Surrender

In wake of the events of ‘A Series of
Misdeeds,’ Joanna has resolved to stay out of trouble and out of
the room at the top of the stairs. Yet even the best of intentions
so often go amiss, and the plight of a coworker soon lands Joanna
in the hot water she so wanted to avoid. Now that it is clear to
Ewan Armistead that his newest hire is not one to be easily brought
into line, he reaches for more creative means of influencing her.
As his designs play out, Joanna will find herself in the midst of
an experience that fingers the line between fantasy and nightmare.
On the other side of it, humiliated and aroused, Joanna will pick
up the pieces and begin to come to terms with her true position and
the feelings she has been denying.
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