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Book One: A Series of Misdeeds









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.
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For the next week, I lived my life to keep my
head down. I was the model employee, even if I did find myself
occasionally wondering what a third visit to that room would
entail. Always, when I caught such disturbing thoughts in my head I
banished them, although an excuse to masturbate always seemed to
present itself soon afterwards. But even if I did find myself
inexplicably turned on by what he had put me through, I kept my
head in the right place, for the most part. I wasn't going to give
him any reason to send that woman after me again.

But as we all know, life isn't always that
simple. It was the Thursday of the third week after my newest
resolution that I was walking down the lawn towards my car and
found Sarah crying on the bench around the back of the drive. Her
face was buried in her raised knees and her blond hair was draped
messily in a curtain over her face.

"What's going on?" I asked her with concern.
In the two months we had been working together, I had developed a
protective affection for my sensitive, slightly younger
coworker.

"I just got a call about my twin sister,"
Sarah said, trying to dry her eyes. "She's in labor."

A knot of fear appeared in my stomach. "Is
everything all right?"

"Well, yeah. I think so. Medically, at least.
They didn't say much over the phone. But I'm supposed to be there,
you know? I promised I'd be there with her. It was the only thing I
could say to help calm her down. You know how we're so close, and
she's been terrified. And I told her I'd be there, that I wouldn't
let anything stop me, and that it was all going to be alright. But
- but they won't let me off." Sarah tore at a tuft of grass in
anguish.

I regarded her with sympathy and laid a hand
on her knee. "How much longer do you work today?"

"I'm on until 9."

"That's only six hours away," I said, trying
to be comforting. "They say your first labor is always long. She's
probably sitting bored at the hospital right now."

Sarah tried to look grateful at my words, but
I could tell they had no effect. "I just know she's terrified. I
mean, we're pretty young, I guess. She's pretty young, I mean.
She's been scared about the whole thing. I told her not to be, but
she's just unreasonable sometimes. I can't imagine what's going
through her head now - I mean, after I absolutely promised I'd be
there with her. Oh goddamnit, Joanna. Mrs. Galefield says I'll get
fired if I go."

I put my arms around her and hugged her to my
chest. "That doesn't sound like her."

"She said it wasn't her idea."

When I heard that, my face hardened a bit.
"What if I covered your shift?"

Sarah's crying softened, and she turned
around. "You don't work tonight?"

"I got off the clock ten minutes ago."

The gratitude on her face was like the sun
coming up, but then her expression sank again. "No, I remember when
I started here. Mrs. Galefield said there wasn't any shift
switching. I remember not liking that, and she just said it was a
house wide rule." She lowered her head back onto her knees.

"She never mentioned anything to me about
that," I said.

"Well what does it matter? That's what she
told me."

"I'm just saying, I don't think you can be
remembering right. I'm absolutely certain she never said anything
like that to me. Or maybe the rule has been changed. You started
here almost a year ago, right? A lot can change in that year."

"You really think the rule's changed?"

"It must've," I insisted. "Or maybe it
doesn't apply to me."

"That doesn't make any sense."

"Look, Sarah, all I know is I never heard
anything about that rule. I have plausible deniability. So this is
me telling you that I know better than you do that you can get out
of here tonight, and I'll cover your shift."

"But what if-"

"Sarah, please just go. I'll handle it. If
anyone makes a stink, I'll take responsibility for the whole thing.
We just work for these people. They don't run our lives. Things
like your sister's first child being born only happen once, and
it's not worth missing. Please just go, before anything comes up.
Just go, and if there's any issue, I'll take the heat. That's my
promise. Just go now."

She leapt to her feet and hugged me fiercely.
"Thank you. I really won't forget this, Joanna."

"Don't worry about it," I said. "Tell your
sister hi from me."

With a final squeeze, Sarah released me and
almost ran down the driveway. I watched her with a smile on my face
until she was out of sight.

But once I was alone, the giddiness of her
departure soon faded. I turned back to go inside, unsure of what
price I would pay for my impulsive generosity. As I passed through
the kitchen's low-framed threshold, I found Mrs. Galefield glancing
disapprovingly towards the door.

"I told her I'd cover," I said shortly.

Mrs. Galefield looked at me in some surprise.
"You know that's against policy."

"What? That's news to me." I adopted a look
of wide-eyed innocence that couldn't possibly have had less of an
impact.

"Don't play dumb, Joanna."

I dropped the act. "Look, Mrs. Galefield, it
would be bullshit to make her stay. If anyone makes an issue of it
just lay the responsibility on me. I practically forced her into
her car."

She snorted derisively. "If that's the way
you want it. I get the impression that you know even better than I
do what you're getting yourself into."

"How do you know about that?" I asked in some
embarrassment.

"Things get passed down to me."

"Yeah, well if it comes to that, then it's
worth it. This isn't some press gang, and I'm not going to sit
around terrified of Mr. Armistead or let him ruin my life or the
people I care about just because he thinks his own needs are more
important than other people's."

Mrs. Galefield looked like she was about to
respond, but then simply shrugged and sighed. "Help me with this
pie crust, then."




Chapter 7






When the woman came the following day, she
didn't even bother waiting out on the doorstep to get me alone. She
came right into the kitchen.

"Sarah Richter," she announced, "and I think
you know you're coming, too," she said coldly to me.

"Leave Sarah out of it," I said. "It was my
idea."

The woman stared me down, stone-faced.
"Both."

"What's going on, Joanna?" Sarah asked in a
worried tone of voice. "Is this about yesterday?"

"Let me handle this," I said before turning
back to the woman. "Look, take me up there and let me talk to him
before you do anything to Sarah. I told you it was my idea."

"I couldn't care less whose idea was what,"
the woman said shortly. "I was told to bring you two up."

Sarah cast me a frightened look as we
followed her into the hall. "Let me do the talking," I whispered to
her.

She nodded apprehensively and took a deep
breath as we were led into the coatroom. I caught her eye and tried
to look reassuring, but then we were both blindfolded and trying to
do anything more for her became impossible.

It was a very grounding experience to be
beside Sarah as she encountered this all for the first time. It was
as though I was being given a chance to watch the perplexed and
frightened state of my first trip upstairs. Just as I had done, she
tripped loudly on the first step of the staircase leading up to the
room.

And then we were past the door, and I heard
the woman leaving. It was a good sign that we were still clothed, I
guess. Perhaps in a very deep part of me, a part that I refused to
acknowledge, I was also a little disappointed by that.

"It was my fault," I blurted out into the
silent room. I knew he was there. "It was my idea. You can't take
it out on Sarah. I made her leave."

I knew he was there. He must be there. But
why wasn't he responding? My objections slowly died on my lips and
I was left listening to Sarah's frightened breathing beside me.

I tried again. "I talked her into it, you
know. You should have heard how long it took me to convince her to
do it. She never wanted to break any rules. It's not right for you
to take anything out on her."

"What's going on, Joanna?" Sarah's voice was
very quiet. "Who are you talking to? Where are we?

"Just listen to me," I yelled. "Just say
something. It's not her fault. Just send her back downstairs.
Please."

I shouted myself into silence, unsure of what
else I could say. There was nothing to do now but wait and hope. He
wasn't going to say anything until he was ready to. He never did
anything before he was ready to. Though it was only my third time
here, I was quickly learning that suspense was his most potent
weapon, and it always struck when I was most susceptive to it, when
my nerves were at their tightest and my tolerance for inaction at
its lowest.

At last, when it was clear I had accepted the
imposed silence, he spoke. "This will all be taken into
consideration, Joanna. Thank you for speaking your mind."

I heard him stand up and approach us.

"Sarah." His voice was kind and he spoke
slowly. It would have been easy to miss the dangerous
undertone.

"Yes?" When contrasted to his quiet assurance
and the almost purring quality of his predatory tones, her
frightened, body-less word sounded almost comical, as though
produced by an entirely different species.

"Your sister had a baby last night?"

"Yes, sir."

"Just yes, please, Sarah."

"Yes."

"Was it a boy or a girl?"

"A boy."

"And healthy?"

"Yes."

"And your sister is well?"

"Yes."

"I'm glad."

His footsteps circled us once, their pace
measured. "Now, Sarah," he continued, "you left work before you
were assigned to last night, didn't you?"

"Yes." Her remorse and fear were palpable in
the tremors of her voice.

"I've asked that my employees not do
that."

"I know."

He was striding around us very slowly and
deliberately, and I began to hear a muffled thumping, as though he
were idly patting something hard against the palm of his hand. I
heard him stop in front of her.

"It is a small mistake, and it is easy to
make. I don't think you will do it again, will you?"

"No. I won't ever."

That thumping continued. "I'm glad to hear
you won't, Sarah. You have been a good worker here, I know. And I
do believe Joanna when she says that she is the one responsible for
talking you into this incident of disobedience. But I am going to
ask for some small penance. Do you understand why?"

Sarah's voice was very quiet now. "Yes."

"Then please step forward to this desk in
front of you and lay your hands flat on the wood."

I heard her take several faltering steps and
then stumble into something hollow.

"Yes, now please lay them on the surface just
like this."

I heard her breath quickening and I covered
my ears to shut out what I knew was coming.

"Joanna, please put your hands at your
sides." He had spoken loudly enough for me to hear through my
fingers, a ringing command far sterner and more powerful than
anything I had yet heard from him. Still, I did not want to obey.
"Joanna, please put your hands at your sides or you will make it
worse for your friend. Do you understand?"

I dropped my arms to my sides, feeling a bit
sick.

Sarah's breathing quickened again. I screwed
my eyes shut beneath the blindfold, but it did not make the sounds
any less upsetting. Again and again I heard the swish and crack of
something striking her hands, and each one followed by a squeal of
pain. The thwacking continued, and the squeals slowly devolved into
despondent whimpers. It was breaking my heart to hear it. I wanted
to call out how sorry I was, but Ewan Armistead had made it as
clear as he needed to that my role now was to listen and not
interfere, or risk making it worse.

After what felt an eternity, the cracking
blows stopped. I heard Sarah collapse to the ground, her ragged
breathing intermixed with quiet, passive moans. The buzzer sounded
in the other room and the door opened.

"Take this one downstairs," he said. "We're
done today, Sarah. I'm sorry this was necessary. I trust that it
will never be necessary again."

And with clumsy, distraught footfalls, I
heard Sarah leave the room under the direction of that woman. The
door closed behind them and I listened to them descending the
stairs. The door at the bottom of the stairs opened and closed, and
then silence returned. Quietly, slowly, his steps approached me
until he stood only a foot or two away.

"Well, Joanna," he said simply, "here we
are."




Chapter 8






The words brought me back into the moment.
Now that Sarah was out of harm's way, I was going to say something
to this man. "Why did you have to do that?" I asked him angrily.
"You said you believe it was my fault, you know her sister's having
a baby, and you still do all that? That's not right. You can't
treat people that way. How do you justify all of this to
yourself?"

He didn't answer me, instead speaking as
though he had not heard. "You know, Joanna, you are an unusual
specimen. I wonder what sort of world we would live in if everybody
possessed your courage."

I tried to ignore the compliment, but it
overcame my anger and a little warmth crept into my reluctant
chest.

"Would you believe me if I told you that I do
not really hold these little misdeeds things against you?" he
asked.

"I don't know what you mean."

"I think it's very understandable that you
act the way you do, that you fight against me the way you do. If I
were in your position, perhaps I would not be so different. It is a
failing on your part to be so stubborn, certainly. It holds you
back, certainly. But it is a very human failing, and I do not
consider it a stain on your character. To the contrary, I think it
is evidence of unshaped potential."

"Alright," I said, unsure where this was
leading.

"I say all of this to you so that you
understand that we are not engaged in some power struggle here. I
am not angry with you. I am not threatened by you trying to
challenge my authority. I find it very inspiring. Too often people
crumple under the first pressure. It warms my heart to encounter
someone like you, Joanna. Do you believe that?"

I thought about it. "If you say it's true, I
believe you."

"Good. Because I think we are going to be
seeing each other on a more frequent basis."

"What do you mean?"

"Well it is obvious to me that there will
never be tranquility in this little world until I have brought you
into line once and for all." The determination in his quiet voice
was pronounced but not aggressive. "You are the real piece of work.
You are the type of project I relish." His mouth lingered in the
final syllable and I felt a shiver run up my back and wick away the
remaining heat of my anger. It was always so easy to hate him when
I was alone. But without fail, each time I was brought to him, that
anger began to seem as limp and useless as yelling at the
tides.

"So - what happens now?" I asked, hoping to
undermine his tendency to dance around the course of action in that
tantalizing and terrifying way of his.

His footsteps approached me and a cool hand
caressed the side of my throat. "That is always my favorite
question, Joanna. I go through the motions of my everyday life
sustained by little more than anticipation of my next opportunity
for a little creativity. Didn't I tell you last time how grateful I
am to you for providing me a creative outlet?" The hand was resting
in a light grasp around my throat and making me very nervous.
"Because truly I am grateful."

I could feel the air from his mouth as he
spoke. His hand was making it difficult for me to swallow.

"You see, Joanna," he continued, "This is a
very important moment in a situation such as ours." The hand
released my throat and began a lingering descent across my
collarbone. "We have had our introduction. I have come to know
you-" his fingers were dragging across my breast "-and perhaps you
have come to understand a little something about me." The hand
paused on my abdomen and my stomach seemed to be rising into my
chest. "It has not been an unenjoyable process." He removed his
hand. "But it has all been relatively superficial. It has all been
physical: some pain and a little pleasure. It was hardly personal
at all, and that is really a very poor foundation for a productive
relationship. Do you see what I mean?"

"I - don't really know," I said. My voice was
catching in my chest, but he was so close that he heard my words by
the air escaping my throat.

"Now is the time when I must make you
understand the true nature of your situation. Before we can move
forward, I am going to make you put aside this resistance. It has
served its purpose, and now it is only holding you back." He was so
close to me that I could feel the heat of his cheek radiating
against my temple. "And you will put aside your resistance when you
recognize how futile it is. Once you see that you are incapable of
lying to me, you will stop trying. Once you see that I am capable
of making your greatest fears a reality, you will stop trying to
weather my punishments. In short, what you know and feel, you will
tell me. What I want, you will give to me. Do you understand?" His
fingers returned, tracing across the back of my neck, and my skin
quivered beneath them.

I took a shuddering breath and summoned my
remaining courage. "I don't think that's going to happen."

I felt his lips touch tenderly against my
neck in a momentary kiss, chaste, appreciative, even grateful. "I
was hoping you would say that," he purred. Without realizing it, I
began to lean in towards him, my mouth slightly open in blind
invitation. It was awful how he toyed with me. Every time I lost
concentration I found my body trying to open itself up to him.

But once again, he ended contact. I heard his
footsteps take him a few feet away. "What to do with you," he was
musing to himself. "That is the question now. What do you fear?
What are your insecurities? That is the question indeed. I would be
a poor specimen if I could not answer those questions by now." He
continued to pace. "If our last two meetings have shown me anything
it is that pain excites you."

"What?" I protested. "No, it doesn't."

"Of course it does, Joanna. Eventually you
will give up lying to me, but so be it. Deny it for now, if that is
your instinct. What is important is that pain is not a suitable
demonstration." I could hear him his steps quickening, a sadistic
enthusiasm in his voice. My only recourse was to feign unconcern as
I listened to him trying to guess my deepest fears in order to
realize them upon me. "You are easily embarrassed. I have noticed
that about you. Perhaps some form of humiliation would be
appropriate. Does that sound interesting? Would that have an impact
on you?"

I fixed my face into what I hoped was a
display of apathy. "Not really."

But he must have caught something in my
voice. "Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"Perhaps. Perhaps if I made it a little less
abstract, you would have a better idea of what we are talking
about. Are you ashamed of your body?"

"No."

"Of course not. It is not, on the whole,
something to be that embarrassed by, I suppose. But that does not
mean that you are comfortable naked, does it? They are hardly the
same thing. I remember when you were last here; you fought against
being stripped of your clothes. It was a surprisingly fierce
display, I must say. The look of horror on your face when you first
felt your blouse being undone was quite exquisite. The memory has
brought a smile to my lips on several occasions. And then, when
Margaret had taken off your skirt and bra and was coming back for
your panties, the way you seized at the waistband and tugged at
them. You were a pitiful sight at that moment. It was as though
your last shred of dignity was woven into that little garment and
you were holding on as though your life depended on it."

I found myself unconsciously clenching my
legs together as he described it, even as I felt a little liquid
leak out of me. I was simultaneously mortified and aroused, but I
didn't dare let either of those emotions show.

"Yes, I think it had a rather strong affect
on you," he went on. "I am quite sure of it. But is it really that
embarrassing to be naked in private? I would think it would be much
more impactful if it all happened in a more public setting, don't
you think?"

I caught my breath a little as I realized
what he was saying. Ah, he would have seen my reaction. I clamped
my jaw shut, but it was too late. I had given him everything he
needed.

"Yes, the more I think about it, the more
appropriate it sounds. Do you think that would have an impact on
you, Joanna? To be paraded around naked in front of the staff? It
would not be so many. I only have about fifteen people on hand.
Perhaps if I had you showed off, that might be a memorable
experience for you, wouldn't it?"

"No, it wouldn't." I couldn't even sound
casual now. My only layer of deception lay in the literal words
themselves.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes," I insisted, though I might as well
have saved my breath. "That's not something I'd be worried about. I
told you I'm not ashamed of my body."

"Hmm. Well, do you mind if we try it
anyways?"

"Waste of time," I said almost
desperately.

He stepped closer. "To the contrary," he
said. "I think this would be a very good use of our time."

I felt his hands undoing the buttons of my
blouse.

"No," I protested. "Why are you doing
this?"

"Because you must be made to understand."

"I'm not afraid of this," I insisted. But it
was inevitable. This was happening, and I couldn't stop it. Perhaps
I could save some face. "Alright," I agreed, as though he had been
asking for my input. "I'll go."

"I'm glad you've come around."

His hands were already opening the waist of
my skirt and sliding it down my legs. I quivered miserably as his
knuckles slid across the smooth skin of my thighs. Next came my
bra, and I felt my nipples stiffen against the air. Then my panties
were off as well and I was left standing naked and shivering. I
felt an exploratory finger against my pussy. He was gauging my
wetness.

"Alright, that will do. And it seems that it
is about the right time of day. I'll see you in a few minutes,
Joanna."

I heard the buzzer sound and the door
open.

"Take her down and show her off a bit," I
heard him say. "Don't bring her back until she's had a change of
heart."

"What sort of change of heart?" the woman
asked.

"You'll know it when you see it."

And then a hand wrapped around my elbow and I
was being walked through the door. I felt the cool air of the
stairwell moving past my slick skin. I tried to come to terms with
what was happening.

"Where are we going?" I asked.

She didn't answer.

At the bottom of the stairs she pulled me to
the right and we passed through a series of doorways. I could hear
voices up ahead. I tried to slow down, but the woman just dragged
me forward until she was bearing as much of my weight as I was. I
could not believe this was happening. It was as though I were in a
dream. All sounds seemed amplified, disjointed, and cacophonous. I
felt like a prisoner being led to the electric chair. Why was this
happening? What had I done to deserve this? I was just trying to
keep my head down and earn a little money and it had come to
this?

A final door opened and I was in the same
room as the voices. They fell silent as the door opened and the
woman pushed me forward. I tripped and sprawled across a cold, hard
floor. The silence dragged on in stunned irresolution. If I just
stayed face down on the ground, maybe this would pass.

I heard the woman speaking behind me. "A gift
from Mr. Armistead," she said. "Because you've all been doing such
fine work, he provides a show for you over your afternoon
break."

A babble of male and female voices, some
disgusted, others stunned, some gleeful, and others derisive, rose
up and bathed me as I lay naked on the floor. I could feel warm
sunlight on my skin.

"Get up, Joanna," the woman said.

I clung to the floor as though without it I
would fall off the earth.

"Get up, Joanna," the woman repeated. Jeers
and catcalls accompanied her words.

I covered myself as best I could and raised
myself slowly from the ground. The voices seemed to be all around
me. There was nowhere to retreat or hide.

"Put your hands at your sides."

I should my head vigorously.

"What would a spectacle be without a little
drama?" The woman asked the crowd. "But don't keep our audience
waiting, Joanna."

Still I refused, trying to creep backwards
away from where most of the voices seemed to be coming from.

I felt a hand tighten on my shoulder and
heard the woman's voice whispering in my ear. "We can do this the
easy way or we can do it the hard way."

I took a breath, struggling to bring the air
into my chest, and then I let my hands fall away. Faint titters met
my ears and more than a couple wolf whistles. It was as though I
could feel their gaze physically roving my body, trickling over my
breasts and probing my bare and sensitive groin. I knew I was beat
red. Perhaps I was red in more than one place.

"Walk forward, would you, Joanna? So they can
see a bit better?"

I balled my hands into fists and willed
myself to place one foot in front of the other. As I moved my legs,
I felt a bead of liquid roll down the inside of my thigh. My God,
was I that wet? I had never experienced this all consuming mixture
of utter humiliation and pervasive arousal. I could no more calm
the heat between my legs than I could dash out of the room with my
eyes blindfolded. The only thing to do was walk forward with one
timid foot in front of the other.

"Go ahead and present yourself to the crowd,"
the woman prodded. "Stick that little ass out or something. Your
assets aren't that great to begin with. If you want all these
people to leave with a favorable impression, you'll need to play
yourself up a bit."

A tear of frustration and humiliation soaked
into the cloth around my eyes. Reluctantly and stiffly I turned
sideways and bent partially over, so that my hands rested on my
knees. Renewed titters and calls of mocking approval met my crimson
ears.

"That's not so bad. Now let's find her
something to sit on." I heard something being dragged across the
floor until it was directly behind me and then the woman's hands
turned me and guided me by the shoulders until my ass met soft
cushion.

"Good, now why don't you open those legs and
show everybody what's going on."

I gasped involuntarily, and the giggles
renewed. The woman's hand returned to my shoulder and tightened
threateningly.

My legs moved jerkily as I struggled to
override every natural instinct of my being.

"Give us a little spread there, Joanna. Get
your fingers involved."

Dear God, did this woman not know the meaning
of pity? I had never felt so demeaned in my life. But her hand was
still there, and what could I do but obey?

My hand was shaking as I lifted it from my
side and moved it towards my pussy. This was all a bad dream and
the voices were just figments of my imagination. I would wake up in
slightly soiled bed sheets and everything would be alright.

But the sensations were too real for any of
that to have been more than wishful thinking.

I gasped when my fingers first made contact.
I was drenched as I had never been in my life.

"Look at that, ladies and gentlemen. She puts
on an act like she doesn't want to be here, but her body sure tells
another story. Who wants to see her rev the engine a little
bit?"

Laughing approval met the suggestion.

"Well you heard them, Joanna. Go ahead."

"What?"

"They want you to pleasure yourself."

"What!?"

"You don't want to disappoint them, do
you?"

"But-"

The hand squeezed painfully into my shoulder.
"Go on."

The first brush of my fingers into my hole
sent a momentary seizure of pleasure and relief through my body.
The voices seemed quieter now, either because my audience was
increasingly enthralled with what I was doing, or because my mind
was beginning to shut them out.

I inserted two fingers to the knuckle and
tickled myself as I had done so many countless times before. My
body knew exactly what it had been waiting for and knew the instant
that it began to get it. I arched back involuntarily and moved my
thumb to my clit, teasing back and forth across the incredibly
sensitive organ.

I released an involuntary moan, and the sound
was met with noises of approval from the other people in the room.
At first I tried to silence myself, but then realized that, for the
moment, I did not mind if they heard me. I was beckoning the shame
and embarrassment out of my body with each stroke of my fingers.
Let them watch, an increasingly loud part of me said. In fact,
please let them watch. I would never have thought how incredible it
was to know that so many eyes were locked onto me as I spread wide
on the edge of the chair for them, stroking myself into
insensibility. I let out another moan, loud and throaty, and they
responded gratifyingly.

There was no turning back now. Half of me
screamed to slink off to some private corner of the room where I
could bring myself off in shameful concealment, and half of me
screamed for everyone around me to see and perceive everything that
I did and felt. Not even a sliver continued to entertain the
possibility that I was not about to orgasm. I could only go forward
with the rushing current.

With their approval, I advanced quickly
towards climax. Often when alone I could draw myself out for an
hour or more, but this was too intense to stand. This was a sprint,
not a marathon. It was a race against my own sudden and intense
hunger, an Olympic heat before an adoring crowd.

My motions became increasingly seizure-like.
I felt my breasts jiggling and bouncing as I struggled to move my
fingers as fast as my body demanded, and I brought my free hand
around to fondle first one and then the other. "Oh God," I was
yelling. I couldn't hear anything anymore. Crests of ecstasy were
compounding and radiating out from my fevered groin. My flesh
contracted around my fingers and I was yelling and peaking and,
suddenly, coming. I gasped as a spurt of liquid shot out and fell
with a splat across the floor. Two more followed and I clamped my
thighs together over my hand and rocked back into the chair, lost
in that ecstasy as it broke and slowly ebbed out of me, leaving in
its wake only mild warmth and exhaustion.




Chapter 9






Slowly I descended back into my surroundings.
The sound of stamping feet and hooting applause met my ears. "Sorry
about the mess, Tom," I heard the woman saying. "I wouldn't have
guessed she'd be a squirter."

Blood was returning to my cheeks as I
straightened myself in the chair. I felt as though I were moving
through the edges of a warm fog and back into the piercing,
uncomfortable sharpness of daylight. A fuller grasp, a more
self-aware understanding, of everything that had just happened was
falling into place. Was this all real? Not some perverse dream? I
brought my knees to my chest, trying to ball myself up and become
insignificant. Liquid continued to drip off of me onto the
floor.

Even in my most intimate moments with a
boyfriend I had never been so completely beyond check and control.
I had been drawn into the perverse eroticism of the crowd's
attention so quickly and irresistibly that all shame and
self-awareness had been put on hold, not to come crashing back to
me until that moment. It was as though I had been forced to take a
drug and must now bear the shame and discomfort of withdrawal.

I felt the woman's hand on my elbow and I
stood up numbly, my blindfold wet on my eyes and my whole body
blushing crimson. She led me out of the room and I heard them
talking about my ass as I walked away.

The door to that awful room closed behind us
and I collapsed to the floor. My tears broke the dam and began to
flood out of me. The humiliation and shame was more than I could
stand, and they immobilized me right there on the floor where I
could only sob uncontrollably.

"Come on," the woman was saying, "get up."
When my crying showed no sign of relenting, she lifted me partially
off the ground by one arm and began to drag me across the floor.
The rough surface was grating painfully against the skin of my hip,
but I hardly noticed.

After a few hundred feet she released my arm
and I fell to the ground. "No way in hell am I carrying you up
these stairs," she said. "Get up right now."

But still I heard her only from a distance
and felt no compulsion to obey her. What could she do to me that
compared to what she had already done?

Suddenly I felt an intense pain in each
nipple. She had gripped one in each hand and was pinching them
viciously. I was actually being lifted an inch off the ground by my
nipples. I screamed. "Stop! Let go!"

"Get up!"

I scrabbled to get my feet under me without
shifting my weight in such a way that would pull against her
grip.

"Walk up the stairs!" She ordered.

She continued to tug upwards as I stood, so
that even once I was at full height I had to raise up precariously
on tiptoe to avoid the full force of her vice-like fingers. Thus
she led me up the steps: my tits pulled upwards away from me and
the rest of my body following behind them, emitting occasional
whimpers of pain that served only to evoke an extra-hard squeeze
from the woman's hands.

At the top of the stairs she did not release
me, but hauled me forwards on tiptoe to the door and then thrust me
through. Only then did she let go.

As had happened downstairs, I stumbled and
fell at the unexpected push, and my tits scraped against that now
familiar slate floor. I rolled over onto my back and cradled my
sore breasts. The sobbing returned as I lay spent and hurting on
the ground.

The door closed and after only a few seconds
it opened again and the heavy steps of Ewan Armistead became
audible through my crying.

"I'm not going to play games with you,
Joanna," he said. "I think you understand that now."

"What do you want from me?"

"I want honesty. I want obedience. I want you
to surrender to me, as you inevitably will."

"It's yours," I sobbed. "Whatever you're
talking about, it's yours. Take what you want. Just stop doing this
to me."

"Why did you pretend that you were not
afraid?"

"Because I thought you wouldn't make me do it
if I pretended that I didn't care."

"Did you think you could fool me?"

"Maybe at first."

"But you were still lying as I took your
clothes off. Why were you lying then?"

"I don't know."

"Try and think."

"Well - because I didn't want you to know you
could beat me."

"Pride, then?"

"Yes."

"But I can beat you."

"Yes, you can."

"So that is over now?"

I took a long, shuddering breath and the
tears slowed. "Yes."

He fell silent, allowing me to reflect on
what I had just said. There was an honest release in it. It was
absolutely, absolutely true. I repeated the word in my head. There
was nothing left to hide. There was nothing left to fight against.
With that word, I surrendered everything I knew, everything I
possessed, and everything I was capable of experiencing. It all
became his, and he would do with it what he would. If he wanted me
naked in front of his staff, it was his body to show the world. If
he wanted to make me suffer, I would simply endure it. If he wanted
to give me pleasure, I would do my best to treasure it. How simple
life could become, if put into those terms. It was a shelter from
all the shame and impotence, and a calm spread through me. If only
I had seen things this way before now.

"It seems that we have accomplished what we
set out to do today, then, Joanna. I have to send you away now, so
that I can take care of more important business, but I think we
will have many more hours together to relish this
breakthrough."

I felt my clothes being laid on my bare
stomach.

"Dress yourself," he instructed, "and go out
the door that is just beyond where your feet are now. Once you've
closed the door behind you, you may take off the blindfold. The
hallway to the kitchen is through the door at the foot of the
stairs. Leave the blindfold in that room, and finish your work
today. When you come in tomorrow, take the blindfold and come wait
at the top of the stairs outside this door. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"Good."

His footsteps moved away and the door opened
and then closed.

Gingerly, I raised myself up on one elbow,
still massaging at the sting in my nipples. I did my best to wipe
the remaining liquid off my groin and thighs with my palm, and then
began to dress. When I pulled on my panties, they clung damply to
me. Next was my skirt, and the waistband sat uncomfortably against
the spot on my hip where I had been dragged along the ground. I was
becoming very well acquainted with these little mementoes of
dealing with Ewan Armistead: wetness, soreness, humiliation, and
confusion.

Once I was dressed, I felt my way towards the
door. It seemed to be some kind of heavy oak that matched the sound
that I now knew so well. The brass of the doorknob was cool and
slick against my palm. Once on the other side, I raised my hands to
the blindfold and felt around to loosen the knot. It came undone
surprisingly easily, and the cloth slid off into my hand.

I was standing on the balcony of a small
foyer. Beneath my feet was a floor of some kind of dark-stained
hardwood, vibrant and antique. The ceiling rose into a flat dome
some fifteen feet above my head and a gilded chandelier gleamed
dully beneath a pair of thick gold-colored chains. Deep-hued
paintings, mostly baroque and thickly framed, lined the wall of the
balcony.

In spite if my mood not a moment earlier, I
released a disbelieving giggle as I reminded myself that given my
orientation within the house, I was likely standing on the back
stairs. I could not begin to guess what the front hall looked like
in a house like this.

With small, humbled steps I moved to my right
and laid my hand on the mahogany banister. I knocked on it with a
speculative knuckle and the whole structure reverberated with a
rich sound that echoed back to me from the dome overhead. What I
would have given to stand in that spot for a while, drinking in the
quiet lavishness of that back chamber.

But I had been told to finish my work, so
with those same reverent footfalls I descended the stairs and went
forward to the plain door that I knew would lead me into the back
hallway. I glanced briefly in the direction down which the woman
had led me to my humiliation several minutes earlier, but saw only
a long corridor that curved out of sight. With regret, I entered
the coatroom and the mundane realm in which I had been working for
the past two months, ignorant of the richness that lay on the other
side of the simple walls of our kitchen.

"Jesus Christ, Joanna," I heard Sarah yell
from the kitchen. The door to the kitchen flew open and she was
standing in front of me in the hall, a mixture of horror and
disbelieving sympathy on her young face. "Paul told me Armistead
took your clothes and - I couldn't believe my ears. It wasn't true,
was it? My God, say it wasn't true or my heart'll stop
beating."

"Paul probably wouldn't make something like
that up," I said neutrally.

"What?! I mean, he did that? That's
disgusting. That's not legal. You have to - I mean, just because
you covered my shift last night? I don't understand. All he did to
me was - but Jesus Christ, Joanna. How did this happen? I just
don't understand. Are you going to go to the police?"

"No, I'm not going to the police," I said a
bit wearily.

"Well you can sue him, you know. If you
aren't going to press criminal charges you could wring him for
every dime he's worth. I mean, you've got witnesses. Jesus Christ.
And all for what you did, I mean - Why are you taking this so
calmly?"

"I'm just done fighting him."

"What do you mean? What you do you mean -
you've been fighting him before this?"

"I don't want to talk about it right now. Why
don't we just finish what we have to get done today and not talk
about it?"

Sarah stared at me in stunned disbelief. "I
don't understand."

"It took me a while to get it, too. Just
don't make a fuss about it."

"I just don't understand why you're not going
to the authorities."

I realized that I didn't really have an
answer to the question. There were any number of reasonable
answers, but were any of them true? I decided to go with something
she'd believe, and worry about the real answer later. "I need this
job. If I try to take him to court it'll be months or years before
I get a decision against him, even if I win. I need money now, or
my mother's medical treatments will get cut off and she'll never
move her hand again."

"There are resources for people in this
situation," Sarah insisted. "People will help you. What kind of
precedent does it set if you let him get away with this?"

"Look, Sarah, drop it, would you?" Even I was
surprised at the sudden anger in my tone. "It's not skin off your
back. He's not after anybody else. I'm a special case. I got myself
into this, and I'm dealing with it. Just leave me alone about it."
I didn't know why I was defending Armistead, if that was what I was
doing. But he was right when he said he had accomplished what he
set out to do. I really was done struggling. I wasn't biding my
time. I wasn't looking for an opportunity to strike back. I was
done. I had accepted a new path. "I just said, I tried fighting and
I'm done with it."

Sarah stared at me, apprehension and
confusion plain on her face. "So this has been happening? You'd
been up there with him before today?"

"Twice before. I stole a bottle of wine and
got caught."

"What happened the second time?"

"I did it twice."

"Are you serious?"

"Yeah, it was stupid, I know."

"And he did stuff like this to you those
other times, too?"

For some reason I found myself a little
offended by that question. What Armistead had done to me was ...
private? Maybe that wasn't the perfect word, but there was
something that felt undeniably wrong about relating my experiences
in that room with another person. Maybe I was just embarrassed. "I
told you I didn't want to talk about this."

She stared hard into my eyes for a long
moment, and then shrugged her shoulders. "I don't understand it,
but if that's what you want."

"Yeah," I said.

She shrugged again, looking a little injured,
and then turned and went back into the kitchen. I followed.

For her part, Mrs. Galefield said nothing. If
she had heard the same rumors or judged me in some way for my
involvement with the goings on upstairs, she gave little
indication. I didn't know whether I felt more self-conscious under
her gaze or Sarah's.
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Chapter 10






And thus began the next phase in my
relationship with that man in the mansion, whose face I never saw,
whose name I knew only by inference, and whose character I saw only
at its most base and cruel.

Over the ensuing weeks, what remained of the
pretence that our time together was an extended exercise in staff
discipline slowly faded away. I was there because he wanted me to
be there. I submitted to him because he wanted me to submit to him.
He punished me, toyed with me, and pleasured me all for his own
amusement. I dwelt in a realm dictated by his fickle tastes that
swung from sadistic to sardonic and into something almost
resembling compassion on a daily basis. Put shortly, I was his
toy.

Every morning followed the same routine as he
had first laid out to me lying humiliated, tearful, and pained on
his floor. Each morning I reported to his door at the top of that
ornate staircase. Each morning I bound my own eyes with that
blindfold. Sometimes I waited for an hour, sometimes I waited only
a minute. When I heard the door open I would walk inside.

What lay in store for me once I passed inside
was never something I could predict. One day he might whip me or
suffocate me until I was almost beyond the point of endurance, only
to nurture me back to life with a soft touch and rejuvenate me with
one of his mysterious sex toys. The next day he might tie me naked
and spread-eagled to a piece of furniture and leave me for hours
under his gaze. His favorite item for that particular game was what
felt like some strange wooden cross, though what its typical
purpose could be I could not guess. I learned quickly which
direction the grain of the wood ran and how to move against it to
avoid most of its painful splinters.

Piece by piece, I came to know Ewan
Armistead. It was a slow process. At first I was always the center
of his attention - his newest and perhaps most unique possession -
and something that warranted undivided focus. Such sessions yielded
little information as to his life, but taught me much about those
instincts and desires that guided his treatment of me.

The most important of those lessons was that
he was drawn to me as I was, as I naturally reacted and behaved.
Several times I emphasized and dramatized my responses. Men do not
want real women, after all. They want women who encourage the man's
own shallow fantasy. But I was rebuffed in each instance, and
eventually I accepted the fact that when he tortured me, it was not
the volume or intensity of my protests that made them appealing to
him, but the fact that they drew naturally from me and my
experiences in the moment I was experiencing them.

Yet beyond that insight, each moment was so
intense, so filled with alternate crests and troughs of fear,
arousal, wonderment, and humiliation, that I could only do my best
to acclimate to it and - I came to realize this new motive in
myself - live up to his expectations of me.

On some days it was only twenty or thirty
minutes before he sent me back downstairs to resume my kitchen
duties. On others, several hours passed before I was dismissed.
Always I would dress myself blindly, feel my way out of the room,
remove the blindfold on the balcony, and do my best to carry out my
kitchen work. There was always a certain let-down as I passed
through the back hall and into the kitchen. It was impossible to
deny that, in comparison to my time with Armistead, the rest of my
life was hopelessly dull and muted.

Sarah and Mrs. Galefield eventually stopped
asking where I went and what I did. They accepted the state of
things, even if they did not understand what was going on.

Day followed day and week followed week. Ewan
and I became accustomed to each other. I became his outlet, one
among any number of indulgences that his power and influence
brought to him, and with which he tempered his demons and hid from
the world. I could feel it, day passing day. I was becoming
integrated into his life like some fixture, just as he had always
intended. I was something else he could use and control.

The duration of my visits into that room grew
longer and longer. Soon, it was a rare day that I did not spend
half my time at work in the presence of Ewan Armistead. In our
early days, the room had sounded empty and seemed to be reserved
for when he was actively engaged with me, torturing or playing with
me. Now, however, I discerned that a desk had been moved in. Often
he would tie me naked to the wall, fixed rigidly in some
humiliating posture, and then carry out the business of his day. I
could hear fingers typing on a keyboard or papers rustling. Once
the precedent was established, he did not hesitate to conduct phone
calls or even meet with his staff while I remained against the
wall, splayed and blind: a soothing ornament to him and a curiosity
that others in his employ dared not question.

But even on these passive visits, he always
spared at least a short time exclusively for me. I never left that
room without at least a few new stings and bruises and a crotch
soaked from prolonged arousal. Sometimes, very rarely, he would
allow me to achieve orgasm, but far more often he would stimulate
me until the very last moment and then withdraw his touch or his
toy and watch me writhe in impotent desperation. Yell and plead as
I might, my only recourse was to wait until the end of our session
and then dash into the coatroom to finger myself violently. I hated
the tension of the wait, but even the tamest of those coatroom
sessions were far more powerful than anything I had experienced in
my previous life.

The price I paid was the respect of my
coworkers. Ever since that public display, I was at best an
unenviable curiosity and at worst a slut sleeping her way into
easier pay.

And yet that mattered less and less. I did
not understand precisely why, how, at what point it had begun, but
I was increasingly infatuated with Ewan Armistead. Next to his
commanding presence in my life, the distaste of other people seemed
less and less important. After all, each day I stood under his gaze
as he effortlessly read and empathized with every thought and
motive I possessed. In contrast, the confused suspicion and
uninformed scorn of the others seemed so trivial. The scorn was
even precious, in a way. It was a legacy and frequent reminder of
my chosen status. It was a burden I bore for Ewan. It was a
testament to my resiliency and my commitment to survive unblemished
for his enjoyment. Perhaps that was his intention, given how
intentionally public he kept our relationship.

It would not have surprised me. I believed
him capable of anything. He wielded his power over me with such an
easy absolutism - in such a natural synthesis of controlled
brutality and artful compassion - that I spent nights thinking
about him. I carried him with me and often found myself imagining
his reactions to the situations I encountered. He was so different
from me or anyone I had ever known, and it was as though he filled
a void I could never have guessed existed. He took what he wanted
without even conceiving that he might be stopped or feeling
threatened by others' attempts to do so. The feeling of being his,
of being possessed by him, was equivalent to knowing that I was the
most important thing to a man who could have anything. No flattery
was necessary, because his consistent interest was the greatest
compliment he could bestow.

Well, almost. In the moment his attention was
sufficient, but I knew it was not total. The insights I gleaned by
listening hungrily from my restraints were a double edged sword. He
was not as complete a recluse as he initially appeared. He paid
social calls to private residences, but never public places. I was
forced to listen to him arrange dates with various women. I began
to recognize the slightly more familiar tilt that came into his
voice when he spoke to them. He treated them so differently than he
treated me. Subconsciously I searched for that familiarity in his
tone when he spoke to me, but never heard it. He was always so
controlled and studious when his attentions turned to me, as though
my presence, my body, and my reactions occupied the entirety of his
person and intellect. Would I trade places with these women, with
whom he carelessly joked and flirted? I did not know.

I wondered to what extent he recognized my
feelings and the extent to which he disapproved of them. Was his
silence on the issue a refusal to give them any outlet, hoping they
would fade away? Or was it tacit consent or at least tolerance?
Could it be what he genuinely wanted? No, certainly not that, I
always concluded regretfully. But at least I was there with him,
and that was enough.




Chapter 11






The reward for that patience eventually came
on a day in October, when the air was crisp and the sun was
beginning to take on the steely brightness of the colder months. I
arrived on the balcony at eight o'clock, in a cheerful mood and
with a smile across my face. The colors of the trees around the
mansion had been so beautiful frozen in shades of burgundy and
fiery auburn as I passed them.

As I settled in to wait for the door to open,
my mood slowly eroded. I always disliked my time on the balcony. I
inevitably found myself wondering whether the ritual of waiting on
the balcony was simply for his convenience, or passive
demonstration of his control over me, or something more sinister
still. On particularly long waits, I couldn't drown out the thought
that I had displeased him in some way, and that making me wait was
all the warning he would give before choosing to shut me out
forever.

By eleven, I was aware that I had been
waiting longer on the balcony than I had ever been made to wait
before. If the day ever comes that he feels finished with me, I
wondered involuntarily, how will it happen? Will he send word to
Mrs. Galefield that I'm fired? Or will I just be left standing on
the balcony and spared no further consideration?

For the next hour I was relatively successful
in quashing those thoughts. Perhaps he had been simply held up.
Perhaps he would reward me for my patience. But I began to feel the
afternoon sun creeping down my back. My legs and back were very
sore from standing in the one spot. Half of the day had passed by,
I was sure of it, and no sound or any indication had come from
inside the room.

I slumped against the wall next to the door.
What specifically might I have done to upset him? Had there been
something in the way he dismissed me yesterday that might imply
anger? Or was this simply a new form of manipulation and
psychological torture? Perhaps he was bored with me and I had run
my course as an object of interest. Every form of insecurity
blossomed in my thoughts. How simple it had all been when I had
hated him and that room.

Another hour passed me by, and the perplexing
thought came to me: what would I do if the door never opened? Would
I leave? Would I stay? Would I stay all night? There had only ever
been one standing order: wait for me on the balcony each morning.
What if the door never opened again? I couldn't just hang around
until I passed out from dehydration. Perhaps he would understand if
I left at the end of my shift.

Or perhaps this was a test, and there was
only one correct response. Perhaps it was to see what I would do,
and he would leave me out here indefinitely only to punish me when
I left. Or perhaps he was simply held up and never imagined that I
would leave. He would open the door expectantly sometime in the
evening and be furious that I wasn't there. I didn't know what to
do.

The point of decision ticked closer. The
sunlight began to feel weaker, but it was probably not later than
three or four. When the light disappeared entirely, I would have to
make a decision. I bit my lip in self-mocking frustration. What an
absurd predicament.

The light grew even weaker. I lifted a finger
and raised the blindfold just enough to see that there was still a
gentle glow falling across the floor. I didn't have to decide just
yet.

And then I heard the door open.

"Come in, Joanna."

A grin spread onto my face and I walked in on
light feet, relief pounding against my ribs.

"I'm afraid that I'm in a rather sour mood
this afternoon. Or is it evening?" It was a rhetorical question
with a clear message. He offered no sympathy for making me wait. "I
think we'll have to come up with something more interesting than
our usual games, if I am going to have any hope of curbing this
mood of mine. What would you say to a departure from our little
routine?"

"Alright," I said measuredly.

"You see, one of my companions has begged out
of a get-together we had scheduled for this evening. Apparently she
has an unforeseen work engagement. You can see where this leaves
me. I am not a man who is accustomed to going without."

An insane thought jumped into my head.

"Now Joanna," he went on, "I think it
important that we not have any illusions. The woman that whose
company I am missing is a very beautiful woman. She is the kind of
woman that one cannot help but respect. To be with her is an
unending joy. This is all true. You might expect it of a woman whom
I see. But I know you for what you are and I do not want you to
feel insecure. You are less attractive than her, and you evoke more
pity than anything approaching respect. I know this and I do not
resent you for it. I am settling, reluctantly of course, for you as
substitute fully aware of your shortcomings. Do you
understand?"

My heart was beating alarmingly in my chest.
"Yes."

"I realize that some of our little games
proceed at their own pace, and that it does not often occur to you
to protest or resist. You are my creature, and your will to please
me does not escape my appreciation. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"But this is an instance when I want you to
separate yourself from that mindset. I want you to think very
carefully, and I want you not to make your decision until you have
considered any reservation you might have. Once you have done that,
I would like to tell me that you want this. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"And what is your answer?"

I waited a moment, if only because he had
made such a point of it. "Yes," I said.

"You would like to be used in this way?"

"Yes."

"You are saying you would like to be
fucked?"

"Yes."

"Would you say it for me?"

"I want to be fucked."

"There is no mistake?"

"No, I want you to fuck me."

"Do you say that because you want to give me
what I want, or is it because you want to be fucked anyways?"

The question gave me pause. "Well I - always
want to give you what you want."

"And that is the reason?"

"What I want doesn't matter."

"It does to me right now."

I considered how to express myself, opting
for a moment of honesty before whatever passion might ensue. "I
want you more than I've ever wanted anything." No, that was too
honest. The words tumbled from my mouth before I could stop them. I
had not meant to say that. What had he wanted to hear? I should
have just played some part, and left it all inside me. My stomach
felt a little sick.

A long silence followed. "You were right," he
said with an edge of harshness. "What you want doesn't matter."

The words shoved themselves into my
unreceptive ears. I did not try to keep the chagrin from my face.
If he wanted to hurt me, then let him see me hurt. That was the
nature of our relationship, and apparently always would be.

He had, as deftly as ever, caste our
situation in precisely the light that he wished it to be seen.
There was no intimacy. There was no reciprocity. He asked for my
consent only to demonstrate my submission to his will. He asked for
my desires only to prove that they obeyed him as well. They were
relevant only as territory to be conquered. Or were they? Had that
been surprise in his voice? Had he been off balance, responding out
of habit? I distanced myself from the wishful thinking.

"Why don't we play a little bit?" he
suggested.

Before I could respond he was ripping off my
clothes. His hands struck roughly through the delicate buttons and
zippers of my outfit, and when I was naked he seized me by the
shoulders and threw me to the ground. I caught myself on my hands
and knees and waited for the approaching storm.

A paddle slammed viciously against my ass and
I gasped in pain.

"How about this? Is this something you
want?"

I knew the game well enough to lapse into it
almost unconsciously. No matter how painful it became, there was
only one response. "Yes."

"I don't like that. After hearing how
eloquent you can be, I can't but feel let down by a one word
answer. I've got a better idea. When I ask you if you want to be
hit, I want you to say 'more than I've ever wanted anything.'"

I choked at the request and felt water rise
in my eyes. Why would one person do this to another?

Another blow landed and the fire spread.

"Do you want me to hit you?"

Tears were streaming down my face as I
obediently mocked the revelation of my own deepest desire. "More
than I've ever wanted anything."

Again and again the paddle came and went.
Each time he made me repeat that phrase that I had offered up to
him in vulnerability and woefully misguided trust only moments
before.

"Do you want me to hit you?"

"More than I've ever wanted anything."

I began to go numb, and he switched to a whip
that cut again and again into my back.

After much, much too long, he stopped. Dimly
I heard him breathing hard from the exertion.

"We will have to end the conversation at this
point, Joanna. I recognize now that even bringing up the subject of
intimacy was a mistake."

I sat up, my head still swimming and pain
still my dominant sensation.

"You want me to go?" I asked.

"Please. And don't trouble yourself to come
upstairs tomorrow."

"And the day after?"

"Just see to the kitchen until you are told
otherwise."

"I don't understand. I didn't mean-" I was
glad when he cut me off, because I did not know what to say.

"I am being perfectly clear."

Slowly I felt around for my clothes and began
to dress. I realized that blood was seeping into the back of my
top, but by then the garment was already ruined and I did not move
to adjust it. I left the room on stiff legs, and as the door closed
behind me I ripped the blindfold from my eyes and hurled it down
the stairs in a gesture wholly insufficient to express my sudden
flood of confusion and shame and anger.




Chapter 12






I could not get to sleep that night. I did
not know whether I hated Ewan Armistead or was missing him already.
In a single day I had experienced so many sudden changes in emotion
that parts of me were still spinning. From the garbled mass, one
fact consistently rose to the top of my awareness: It was over.
Despite the anguish of the day's events, part of me relished the
hurt, because even pain was preferable to the prospect of dreary
work and sleep stretching on infinitely into the horizon.

If only I understood what had offended
Armistead so suddenly, I might be able to accept my fate. But
hadn't he chosen to ask me what I wanted? And hadn't I told him
that I only wanted what he wanted? And didn't he keep pressing me
to reveal more? I had only answered his question. He could not
accuse me of being forward, certainly.

But if he wanted me to submit to him against
my will, why had he made such a point about my true and genuine
desire? Did he want me to say no? Or did he want me to say that I
did not want to sleep with him, but would do it because I wanted to
please him? But that was almost paradoxical. The only possible
response for him to have been fishing for was that I wanted him.
And that's what I had said.

But no, that wasn't what I had said. I had
gone beyond that. I had said I wanted him 'more than I've ever
wanted anything.' It was the extremity of the statement that he had
seized on. That was what he had tormented me for. That was what he
had me repeat.

But why? I simply did not understand.

And then it came to me in a sudden ecstatic
revelation. He had cancelled his date. The woman, whoever she was,
hadn't been the one to back out. He wanted to be with me.
Belittling my body, calling me pitiful, it had all been an
elaborate deception, aimed at himself as much as at me. Obviously
he was resisting his feelings for me, but just as obviously, those
feelings were there. For a reason that I did not yet know, he did
not want an emotional relationship.

Perhaps he told himself that he was just
experiencing a temporary attraction to me. It was not serious. I
will indulge it, and it will pass, he must have thought. And so he
set about to indulge it, cancelling his date and concocting a lie
about how he was 'not accustomed to going without.'

Of course my stupid line about how much I
wanted him had jerked him up short. Here he had been trying to
convince himself that I could be fucked casually, and suddenly I
was telling him that I had fallen for him completely. It was enough
to scare him out of his head, obviously. I couldn't really blame
him to that extent.

I was smiling into my pillow. All this time I
thought of Ewan Armistead as God. Now I could see he was a man -
powerful, inescapably perceptive, but still a man. Now that I had
glimpsed his feelings for me, it was only a matter of time before I
would find a way to bring them out into the open. The next time I
saw him, he would not be holding all the cards.

My smile faded a bit. 'The next time I saw
him.' When would I see him? What if I had already committed the
fatal offense? There could be a pink slip waiting for me in the
kitchen tomorrow, or he might simply never send for me again. What
if the price I paid for evoking feelings in him was eternal
banishment?

The thought was troubling, but not so bad as
the confusion I had been wrestling with up until then, and I was
already in the process of drifting into sleep as I formed my
tentative plan of action.

[image: ]

The first step in that plan came the
following morning. The one thing I absolutely must not do was stay
in the kitchen and let it all slip away. Emotions were running
high, and now was the time to press that small advantage. He wanted
me, he had made clear, and I was determined to give myself to him
whether certain parts of him - and I had no doubt self-destructive
parts - tried to keep me away.

It was a very different feeling to wait on
the balcony than it had been only 24 hours before. I knew why I was
there, and I knew why I was waiting. Made tipsy by a reckless
optimism, I chose to interpret each passing moment that I was not
explicitly sent away as a small victory in and of itself.

I waited all that morning, but as I began to
feel the afternoon sun on my back I removed the blindfold and
returned to the back hall and my duties in the kitchen. No need to
fly into some extreme standoff by camping out on the balcony in
some indefinite marathon stretch. It was enough that he knew I was
there, that I expected our visits to continue, and that I was not
easily discouraged. Also better not to push my luck with Mrs.
Galefield and find myself fired for some altogether unrelated
issue.

The following day I was back in that same
position, for all the world expectant, and for all the world as if
nothing had changed. Again I descended at noon and thought nothing
more of it that day. I was not worried yet.

The third day came and went, and the fourth.
Just as I had wondered how he might dismiss me, now I wondered idly
how he would take me back in. Would he pretend that he had not
known I was out here? Would he be angry that I had come when he had
told me not to? Would he try to offer some plausible explanation
for why he had reacted the way he had?

In the end, I decided he would give me
nothing. That was how he operated. He simply did what he wanted and
said what he thought was necessary to get other people to
accommodate or support those intentions.

And when the first day of the next week came
and the door opened and he invited me inside, he behaved just as I
had expected him to. There was no apology or reconciliation. He did
not pretend ignorance at my own designs, and he did not try to
demonstrate his independence from those designs. He just said,
"Well come in, then," and said nothing more of it. We both knew
precisely why.

It was the first event in that long unwinding
path with Ewan Armistead that resembled a victory, and I celebrated
it as such. It was all the more undeniable for my having foreseen
precisely how it would come to an end and how equilibrium would be
restored. For the first time, I felt some modicum of power in our
relationship to correspond to the almost painful investment I had
allowed myself to develop.

For the first few days, we settled back into
our old pattern. In my sillier moments I had hoped to detect a
shred of need or hunger in Ewan after our week apart, but of course
if he did feel such an emotion he did not allow it to show. His
apparent cavalierness did not dishearten me as it might once have.
The sex that never was and its fall-out had confirmed an important
lesson for me: just because Ewan did not show his feelings did not
mean they were not there. He was playing the same game I was,
whether he wanted to be or not.

And it was only a matter of time before the
subject was broached again. It could not be put back in the box. On
our fourth day back together, as he dismissed me to dress and
leave, he called me back.

"Joanna, wait a moment please."

I turned, a little reluctantly. He had
introduced an unusually tantalizing new practice over the course of
the session, and I was almost desperate to get to the coatroom and
indulge the overpowering need for release.

He had brought in a new contraption, some
sort of remote controlled vibrator. After strapping me against the
cross on the wall of the room, he had inserted the vibrator on some
sort of stand from the floor and left it running inside of me as he
returned to the desk. Although it was not an overpowering sensation
at first, the steady rumbling inside me felt extremely good and
soon had the characteristic heat flooding my abdomen and pushing my
lungs into short, involuntary gasps. When he heard the change in my
breathing, the machine turned off with an infuriating click. I
tried to thrust downwards against it, only to discover why he had
been unusually careful in tightening the straps around my hips and
upper thighs. I could not move an inch. I stood there tied against
the wall with the cold, inert plastic of the device suddenly
motionless inside my pussy. The first time it happened I had
actually let out a yell of frustration as I clenched against the
dildo to no avail.

After five minutes, it began again. The
second time it did not take more than a couple minutes to be back
on that half-pleasurable, half-needy precipice, breathing in
shudders against the wall. Again it turned off. I screwed my eyes
shut and tried to regain control of my body. Again I descended
uncomfortably from near climax, and again the device resumed. On
and off it cycled, perhaps fifteen times or more. I began to do
everything to control my breathing. If I could only disguise the
onset of orgasm for a moment ... but I could not. Each time my body
responded more violently to the stimulation and there was nothing
to do but screw my eyes shut against the blindfold, endure the
roller coaster of arousal under Ewan's watchful gaze, and listen to
the occasional drip of my juices as they formed a small puddle
beneath me on the floor.

Thus when the end had finally come and he had
released me, not even a million dollars in stacked fifties and
hundreds could have diverted me from a headlong sprint to the
privacy and freedom of the coatroom to tear into my pussy until the
bomb inside me was allowed to explode. But instead he called me
back.

I took a very shaky breath. "Yes?"

"What are your thoughts on the subject we
discussed the other week?"

"You mean before you sent me away?"

"Yes, that's what I mean. The circumstances
might arise again."

For one thrilling instant I intended to
reproach him for how he had treated me, but in the critical moment
my nerves failed. "My answer would not have changed, then," I
said.

"Alright. That's what I wanted to know."

I nodded and felt around for the door.

"Well, there is one more thing."

Again I turned reluctantly, a hand going
subconsciously to my groin and my legs clamping together at the
knees. "What?" The word came out harshly, impatiently, although I
had meant to remain neutral.

The tone didn't escape his notice. "Are you
so impatient to leave?"

"No, I'm ..." I trailed off without anything
to say. It was impossible to think clearly. With every slightest
movement I felt the fabric of my underwear rub against my
blood-swollen labia.

"Oh," he said, understanding. "You are just a
little overstimulated, is that it? You are in a rush to masturbate
in private."

"What an unforeseeable result of this new
game you've come up with," I replied with impatient sarcasm. If
this went on much longer I was going to start right then and there,
and even if he tried to stop me he wouldn't reach me in time.

"Call it an experiment with another
purpose."

"Oh yeah?"

"Yes. Come over and take my clothes off."

"What?"

But he knew he didn't need to repeat himself
and I was in no mood to wait for him to. I turned and crossed the
room towards him, walking fast enough to trip and nearly fall over
the foot of the desk.

My hand alighted on his knee and my other
hand found his shoulder. What a strange thing that my hands had
never been on him before. I had never been allowed to touch him of
my own volition before, even after all these months. But it felt
very natural, as though no barrier was being broken, as if his body
had always been mine. No, it was more that my body had always been
his, and the hands that were pressed against his shoulders, the
groin that was on fire against his knee, the face blindfolded and
flushed, had been his for so long that it seemed entirely natural
that they were now roving over him as he had instructed, exploring
and caressing in final fulfillment of a month's worth of daydreams
and fantasies that he had inspired.

I felt I should be savoring it, reveling in
it, but I couldn't. After imagining his appearance for so long my
fingers took in only the briefest impressions of his chest and
shoulders - only brushing for an instant over the hot muscles of
his right arm. I tore at the buttons of his shirt three at a time
and began working at his belt. Beneath my hands I felt a cock, hot
and hard and thick with blood pushing outwards beneath the
cloth.

His hands were on me now, too, tearing at the
clothes I had just put back on. I lifted my arms and he pulled my
top off me in a smooth motion that caught my hair off my face.
Before I could bring my hands back down my bra was off as well and
his face was pressed into my breasts and his tongue was dancing
across my nipples. I involuntarily arched my back, thrusting my
body into the source of the exquisite pleasure, even as I still
fought to get his pants off.

It didn't matter that I was blind. The deep,
masculine scent by which I knew him was strong in my nostrils
intertwined with the musk of sex and perspiration. Everything
happening was so basely instinctual, so animalistic and heated,
that I could feel each touch of his body against mine before it
arrived and always found his body with my hands exactly where I
expected to. It was the realization of so many fantasies that I
thought for a terrible moment that it might not be real - but then
he was inside me and all doubt was banished.

I came almost instantly. I had no sooner
acknowledged the sensation of him sliding into me, the ridge of his
glans sliding through my hole and felt the hot pulse of blood
pumping through his engorged cock, than I felt myself contract
around him and fall stupefied by a wave of physical ecstasy that
let me without breath for a blind red eternity. Within that
sweeping wave of bliss I knew only the heat of his body and the
warmth in my chest and the rhythmic ecstasy pulsing from groin to
brain.

And then I was back on earth, back in his
arms and wet from the splash of my own juice, as he maneuvered me
up off his lap and bent me forwards over the desk. Utterly
inarticulate, I could only close my eyes and experience the moment.
My nipples slid across mahogany, so hard that they could have been
scratching it, and each thrust from behind fanned an ongoing
conflagration in every inch of my body. My fists were clenched and
my toes were balled up and I was yelling. Yes, yes, fuck me, Ewan.
Fuck me because you want me, because you need me, and because our
two bodies are the only things that have ever mattered, I yelled in
my head, but all I could manage aloud was an inarticulate yell -
bestial satisfaction and need and triumph so utterly unfeminine and
unrestrained that I would later look back on it in rueful
embarrassment. But then I fell back into gasping muteness, savoring
only his hands on my tits and his cock moving against the walls of
my pussy and his balls slapping against my ass.

It did not take me long to orgasm again. I
had been so primed over the previous two hours that a series of
orgasms was the only thing capable of relieving the tension, just
as an earthquake always releases a half dozen aftershocks when the
pressure is finally released. Through it all Ewan rode me harder
and harder, the sounds of my own pleasure only serving to goad him
into an ever more violent pursuit of his original purpose of using
me for his own ends.

The intensity and violence continued to
increase until at last I felt him stiffen against me and his flesh
and muscle inside me began to spasm as he clung to my hair and
pulled me back towards him. I felt three strong spurts within me,
and then several diminishing ones, before he collapsed back into
the chair and I was left flushed and raw across the cold mahogany
of the desk. My chest was heaving and I could hear his breathing,
equally labored, behind me.

The air was sweet in my mouth as I labored to
get it in. Each breath was full of those smells of two people
together. The cool surface of the desk soothed my fever and I
melted onto it, savoring the moment in its every facet.

And then I heard him stand and his hands were
on me again, gentle now, rolling me over onto my back. Again? So
soon? But no, that wasn't it. I felt his hand on my face. I felt
his fingers tracing the line of the blindfold. They were reaching
beneath the blindfold and lifting it up.

The light was painfully bright, as it always
was when I first uncovered my eyes on the balcony. I squinted into
the brightness, still unsure of how or why everything was changing
so suddenly. Gradually the light dimmed, allowing me to open my
eyes and bring my vision into focus and I looked into his face.

"Ah," he said. "There you are. I had been
wondering what color your eyes were."




Chapter 13






Still too astonished to speak, I propped
myself up on my elbows and stared at him. The faceless man that had
come to dominate my life gained a face as I looked on with
undisguised amazement and hunger. His hair was dark, almost black,
and his eyes shone steel grey in the cold light of the room. His
features were sharp and defined and his expression shone with an
intensity that softened as we met each other's gaze. Perhaps other
women would not have described him as handsome, at least not by the
most traditional definition, but knowing what I knew of him I did
not care. His face, his appearance, felt right to me. The unique
immediacy that defined our relationship showed clearly on his face,
and to look on that face was to retrieve a missing piece of the
puzzle. What struck me even more powerfully was the way he looked
at me. I had been striving for months to hear some hint of
affection in his voice, and all the while he had been unable to
hide it from his face and I saw it then. Or perhaps he was no
longer hiding.

For a long and heavy moment, we looked at
each other. Our faces were only a foot from each other, and in both
of our visages gleamed the sweat and heat of our newly established
intimacy.

And then Ewan stood up and resumed his
command of the room and of me. "I'll see you tomorrow, then."

"Alright."

"You do have very pretty eyes, you know,
Joanna. I wouldn't bother with the blindfold, when you come in the
morning."

"Alright."

And I left the room that I had never seen
before, my heart hammering in my chest and unsure of what it meant
except that whatever it would bring would be a good thing.
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I have never experienced a longer 20 hours
than those that lay between the moment I stepped onto the balcony
with a radiant smile on my face and the moment when I would climb
those stairs again the following morning. I did my best to get work
done, but my mind was never in the moment. All things seemed
possible. All the things that I had told myself were daydreams were
transformed into convictions in the space of a single exchanged
look. He cared about me, as I knew he had. He wanted to be with me,
as I knew he had. He wanted me in his life as much as I wanted him
in mine.

Pay attention, Mrs. Galefield told me that
afternoon. Pay attention, my mother told me that night. It didn't
matter. I lived in the room with Ewan now, and it was only a matter
of time before reality came to reflect that emotional truth.

But of course, all the promise that I
glimpsed in that moment of intimacy was slow developing. Ewan was
just that kind of man, I was forced to accept. After all, hadn't it
taken months of sex games for him to even admit that he was
attracted to me? And then another two weeks to become comfortable
with the idea that I was attracted to him?

Even as he slammed the tails of a flog into
my back or clamped weights to my nipples, I got the strange
impression that I was coddling him, comforting a delicate character
and nurturing it along an emotional progression that it was not
brave enough to take on its own. And the more convinced I became
that that was the reality of the situation, the more I consciously
grew into the role.

Why did he need me? I began to ask myself.
What was he afraid of, and how would I help him overcome it? For
every display of strength and confidence and perceptiveness, I
detected an undercurrent of reluctance. They were the pleas of an
emotionally underdeveloped man who had known without any explicit
evidence that in me he had found someone who would understand him.
All of this showed on his face, when he looked at me.

And gradually, I began to understand why. My
initial impression that he ventured outside occasionally had been
wrong. He ran his inherited empire over the phone. The only people
he saw face to face were employees or an occasional female
companion, all met from within the safety of that mansion. The
result of this is that his voice had become an instrument,
infinitely capable of disguising his intentions or emotions. It
always issued in that controlled and melodic baritone, without a
hint of doubt or uncertainty. His face, in contrast, was as
expressive as someone very young and vulnerable. And so, when he
took off my blindfold, I began to understand who he was.

What I saw concerned me. He was such a
brilliant figure, had so much to offer the world, and yet he lived
in this seclusion where the gifts and abilities that he was born
into would be squandered on blind walls and sycophantic employees.
And what of him? Had he ever taken a walk in mid-autumn, smelling
the turning leaves along one of the roads his companies had built?
Had he read a book in one of the libraries he funded? Had he ever
danced in a crowd, shared a communal experience, witnessed what it
is to be human? And for God sakes, for God sakes, why not?

"Our lives are very different, you and I," he
told me with unusual candor when I asked him. Two weeks had passed
since he had taken off my blindfold and our relationship was being
less and less defined by the games we played. Genuine human
understanding, genuine interpersonal respect, were allowing more
human conversations, and this of all of them proved the most
valuable. "There are pleasures that you, in your position, leading
your life, have access to that I do not, just as I have pleasures
that I have access to given my position."

"That's a very generic thing to say," I said
with uncharacteristic insistence.

"It's a very broad question with a very broad
answer," he replied. "Frankly, I do not think it is something that
you would understand."

"Try me."

"This is not something I want to talk
about."

"It's just - how do I reconcile the man I
know and admire with the man who is too afraid to set foot out of
his own front door?"

He drew his breath inward sharply. "I would
be careful, if I were you, Joanna. You are on very dangerous
ground."

"I assumed I was when I asked the question,"
I said defiantly. "Why won't you answer the question?"

"The fact that you think it is fear is
evidence enough that you would never understand the answer if I
told it to you."

"What then? In a word, what?"

He eyed me in a rare display of annoyance.
The expression stung, far more than one of trepidation or fear or
even anger, and I think he knew it would. You are becoming
bothersome, he was trying to communicate to me. You are making
yourself more trouble than you are worth. But I did my best not to
believe him. I had talked myself up too much to back down so
quickly.

"What?" I repeated.

"In a word, duty, then."

"Duty? To what?"

"To everything I was given. To everything I
inherited and was brought up to maintain. To this house, to this
family, to the place that my family's name occupies. It is a
responsibility that you cannot possibly appreciate. To someone like
you, you look at me and think that my status is all about
opportunities and privileges. You look at me and see power and
think, he can do anything he wants with it. But it's not my power.
It's not my wealth. It was given to me to care for and uphold, to
see that it serves the community and the memory of the people who
built it."

"What does that have to do -"

"It has to do with everything," he said, a
touch of genuine anger coming into his voice. "That is all I am.
That is my life's work. At every moment, in every situation, I am
the only living heir of the Armistead family. You don't understand
the kind of pressure that is always resting on people like me, on
members of a family like mine."

"I still don't see the connection."

"There is a statue of my great-grandfather in
twelve different town commons between Brooklyn Park and Alexandria.
I've seen several of them. The sculptors made him perfect. They
gave him perfect faces, made him wise and compassionate and humble,
and then caste him in bronze to serve as a standard against which I
am judged a century later. My grandfather's name is carved in the
marble facade of the Buffalo Courthouse. My mother's name is on
four endowments and six academic scholarships at the University of
Minnesota, as well as a public library in St Paul and one in Eden
Prairie. Everything that the public knows about me must reinforce
the original Armistead mission that money can be a force for good,
that if concentrated and used responsibility it could make for a
more just and ordered society than if the excesses of the market
were allowed to run wild. I was brought into the world to maintain
that legacy, so that every bit of information that I broadcast
reaffirms their contributions and the ongoing benefit of the family
to the community, as an institution in and of itself."

"And you don't think you can live up to
it?"

"It is impossible to live up to. Not for me,
but for anyone. That is something I accepted a very long time ago.
It is a sacrifice I make. Our society no longer welcomes people
like me, obvious faces of privilege. Perhaps I don't blame them,
but that is what I am and what I was made to be. Better that the
Armistead name remain faceless these days, that the good works that
we accomplish be left to speak for themselves."

"Do you really believe that? You really owe
your family all that?"

"Yes," he said shortly. "Because three
generations of my family worked themselves to death building
something so that they could pass it on to me. They earned it and
no one could have faulted them for spending it on themselves, but
they didn't. It is only here, it is only mine today, because they
didn't, because they believed in and sacrificed for that higher
vision. So it's simple. I do my duty to the family. I allow the
legend to continue and I do my best to maintain the works and
institutions passed down to me. The self-indulgence of a free,
private life was not one of those things passed down to me."

He fell silent and we looked at each other
for several moments. A mix of sympathy and frustration seethed in
me. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I simply didn't understand.

"So then what," I said at last, "this
continues on indefinitely? The lives of one generation after
another each ruined to serve some outdated idea? Are your children
going lead the same kind of life?"

He walked to the window and looked out into
the crystalline morning light. "I don't know. Perhaps I want the
family to die with me. Maybe I want it all to come to a clean
finish and be done with."

I was stunned. "What? How can you say that? I
mean what the hell would that accomplish?"

For the first time, I saw him look genuinely
unsure. "I really don't know what it would accomplish," he
admitted. "Recently it has simply seemed like the only thing to
do."

I chewed on that, believing him wrong but
hesitating to say it outright. "Well, what's the point of serving
the family if it's all going to come to an end anyways?"

"Again, I really can't say. This, serving
this, being ruled by this, is all that I know. It's all that I am
ever supposed to have or do."

"Who decided that?"

He gave me a long, steady look. "I told you
when you first asked the question that it was not something that
you would understand. I have been tolerant of the questioning, but
I think that is all for today."

But I didn't leave. "This is all bullshit," I
told him.

"You have just crossed a line that is very
near and dear to my heart," he said, speaking quite coldly now.
"And I am going to ask you to leave."

"That's all just justification. It just
sounds like you're justifying a decision you already made. None of
that holds water."

He pressed a button and a buzzer sounded in
the other room.

"You know what?" I insisted. "I think I was
right all along."

The door opened and the woman who had first
led me up into this room all those months ago walked through
it.

"Take her downstairs, please," Ewan
instructed her. "Joanna's being a little uncooperative."

"I was right all along," I repeated, becoming
increasingly belligerent as the woman moved to take hold of me.
"You're brought up in this mansion, being told you're special,
being told that you are better than everybody else, and you think
it's easier to live in that lie than confront the truth that might
be waiting out there for you."

The woman seized me by the shoulders and
began forcing me towards the door.

"You think you can't measure up to what
you're supposed to be, and the alternative is to hide away and let
life pass you by. Don't fool yourself. You aren't fooling me,
anyhow. That's why you want me here. That's why you brought me up
here, because it's not enough for you. I know it's not enough for
you."

The woman thrust me out onto the landing and
slammed the door behind me. I slapped my palm against it and
continued to shout, but after a minute it was obvious that he could
not hear me through the heavy wooden panels. The only effect was an
awful echoing sound, my own half-crazed voice bouncing back to me
off the immaculate and priceless surfaces of the balcony and the
domed ceiling above it. I recognized those surfaces for what they
were, now, saw them through Ewan's eyes. Each piece was a small
part of a jail cell erected for him, built upon him by his
predecessors, and he had knew so little of any other life that he
was powerless to overcome them.

In that cacophony I experienced a very real
fear that he would never overcome it, that my feelings for him were
doomed by the simple monolithic weight of the Armistead legacy.
Surely there was some purpose for me ending up in this situation, I
tried to convince myself. Why are you here if you are not capable
of pulling him out of this place?

By the following morning my resolution had
stiffened. He said he appreciated me for my strength. I recalled
him having said that any number of times. It was as good as a call
for help, a plea that someone show the determination to tell him
what he had not realized in all the years of being subjected to the
burden of that life and that name. Each fall of my foot on the
stairway sounded back to me slow and purposeful as I climbed to
accomplish something I would have been terrified to attempt even a
month or two ago.

But instead I was fired. Without so much as
seeing him, I was fired. I saw the pink slip taped to the door of
the balcony when there were still several steps to go. And though
it was in plain sight, a piece of paper where there had never been
one before and with that ominous color, I thought surely not.
Surely that is not what it seems to be. But no, that was exactly
what it was. The form letter was complete with the Armistead seal
and Ewan's signature, the final pay check was attached beneath it.
Thank you for your service, the letter read. Nothing more than
that.
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It was perhaps twenty minutes that I sat on
the landing, reading the terse notice over and over, my mind
slipping further into numbness each time through. It didn't make
sense. Maybe it made sense. What did I know? Maybe I should have
known this would happen if I got too ahead of myself. God damnit!
Frustration and impotent fury and disgust flooded through me. I
restrained myself from putting a fist through the delicate white
supports of the balustrade. Instead, I hammered on the door. I
slammed my hands against it until my palms were raw, but it didn't
make any difference.

"I was right about you," I shouted at the
door. "You're the worst kind of coward. I'm better off fired, if
that's the way this was all going to play out." He was probably not
even in the room, but yelling felt very good. "This doesn't cost me
anything! I'm going to go walk out that door into the world where I
have a life. You can rot in here until you die alone, if that's
really what you want."

When my anger was slow in dissipating, I
devolved into empty threats. "Maybe I'll sue," I shouted. "I've
probably got the strongest case for sexual harassment this state's
ever heard of. Did you think about that, Ewan?" I emphasized his
name, which he had never allowed me to utter in his presence. "Did
you think about the reputation that's so precious to you getting
dragged through the mud, Ewan? You think you can treat people like
this without consequences, Ewan? You can go fuck yourself, Ewan. Or
you can go fuck your whores. That's what they are, aren't they? And
they don't care if your life is empty and meaningless, I guess.
They'll take your money and shut up. God forbid you spend time with
someone who actually cares about you. But that certainly doesn't
describe me anymore!"

And I kicked the door hard enough to leave a
dent in the mahogany and then left. I said my goodbye to Mrs.
Galefield and Sarah, who looked at me sadly but unsurprised, as
though they had already been told. Until that moment I had never
truly realized how wide a gulf had opened between us. Fuck it, I
thought.

And fuck it, I thought again as I stalked
down the drive. Where the hell was it going, anyhow? Was there a
future there? No, no there was never a future there and I was
delusional when I thought otherwise. It was all for the best, that
it come to such a clean end now, job and man gone at once, and my
mother almost ready to go back to work. I would go back to the way
things had been. Nothing of value was being lost. Nothing of value
was being lost. As I repeated the words, they began to sound true.
Maybe I could make my mother believe it as well, although of course
she didn't know anything about it.

"What do you mean you lost your job?" she
said when I told her.

"I got fired today."

"Well, I mean - what for, Joanna? You're such
a good worker."

"Yeah, I know, I just got into a little
disagreement."

"What - you were arguing with your boss? That
temper of yours, my God, Joanna. You got it from your father. But
why would you -"

"Look," I said, "it's done, alright. It was
just a matter of time, anyways. You know I wasn't happy there, and
it wasn't doing me any favors."

"But you've seemed so much better, recently.
I know you didn't like it back when you started, but things were
getting better, weren't they?"

"That was a misunderstanding. I just didn't
recognize things for what they were." I threw myself into a chair
at the table in the kitchenette and put my face in my hands. "Look,
ma, would you just leave it alone? I don't want to go through all
this."

She went to the sink, trying not to wring her
hands. "I can't understand your temper, sometimes."

"It wasn't - you don't understand the
circumstances."

And so she gave up. "Alright. Alright. But
what now?"

"Well, that depends." I tried to say it in a
neutral tone.

Her expression softened. "Oh, honey. I know
you want to go back to school. It's killing me, what all of this is
doing to you. Lord knows I didn't ask for it. But it's going to be
a few more weeks, at least. I was telling the doctor just two days
ago. You don't know what this is doing to my daughter, I told him.
She's working her hands off for me, and all she wants is to be in
school. And he just said if you try to go back to work now, you'll
never be able to close that hand again."

"Alright," I said. "I'll start looking for
something in the morning."

And she hugged me. It felt good, but it was
the hug of a woman who had no idea what was actually upsetting me.
When she had gone to bed and I had the living room to myself, the
tears finally came.
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For whatever reason, I had better luck than
when I had first looked for a job all those months ago. Maybe the
Armistead mansion looked good on my resume, or maybe Mrs. Galefield
really went to bat for me, or maybe the local job market had tipped
in my favor when I wasn't looking. Whatever it was, it was only a
few days before I took a spot working short order at a bar one town
over in Independence.

Working a full day in a kitchen again helped
to keep my mind off things, but I was always aware that the
employment only filled the much smaller of the two holes left by my
dismissal from the estate. In the mornings, before the bar opened
for the lunch crowd, I often found myself itching for something
that I had not known I wanted only a year ago.

On some of those mornings I played with the
idea of going back. Not going in through the back door, but walking
up the lawn and ringing the bell beside the twelve foot high doors
in the front facade. I thought of asking to see Mr. Armistead,
telling the attendant that Joanna Crawford was there to see him.
But I knew that I would not get in. The word would come down that I
was not to be let in, or perhaps there was already a standing order
that Ewan didn't want to see me. Maybe I was not the first person
Ewan had gotten involved with this way, and there was a standard
protocol to deal with a girl like me. That thought in particular
made me a little sick to my stomach. And yet, the notion of trying
to go back was never banished for long.

Move on, I told myself over and over again.
For God sakes, just move on, Joanna. You won't do yourself any good
with this way of thinking. Soon you'll be back in school and not
living in your mother's apartment. You've got a whole life ahead of
you that you aren't going to waste thinking about the abuse of a
former employer. That was how I tried to phrase it to myself, but
maybe if I had been honest about what I had lost, my
self-convincing would have been more effective.

But even so, time diminished the sting. I
liked the people I was working with. I was back in a social group
that I could relate to. I even met a guy.

His name was Greg Holder, and he worked at
the garage across the street. He and a couple others sometimes came
in for happy hour after work, and we talked in the slow period
before people started ordering dinner. Then he started coming in
alone, and then we were going other places together. He was a nice
guy, to be sure, though maybe a little quiet and unassuming. You
don't make your living with hard manual labor without coming out of
it with a decent body, certainly. But he was very tentative and
sometimes I felt like screaming at him that if he wanted to put his
hand on my arm he didn't have to stop and ask my permission first.
How unlike Ewan he was.

Parts of me said that I should take that as a
good thing, that I had been burned once and that I was better off
with something less dangerous. But there is an aspect of animal
magnetism you really can't ignore, no matter how much the rest of
it makes sense. And so, when our seventh date only netted me a
chaste kiss by way of goodnight, I ended it. I should have been
more communicative. I should have given him more of a chance. I
should have been honest about what I wanted. Should, should,
should.

Instead, I drove out to the mansion.

It was maybe a two hours after sunset and I
could see the lit up windows on the hill from half a mile away.
They had a glitter to them, cold and bright coming to me through
the January air, and I suddenly felt very aware of what I was about
to do. The world I lived in felt very dark, and the one I was
trying to enter was behind thick walls and doors manned by
unfriendly staff.

I suddenly felt the grinding of the asphalt
bumps along the center line of the road and I swerved back into the
lane and then pulled onto the shoulder, my heart beating fast. Was
I capable of this? Was this the right thing to be doing?

And then, after a long moment, staring first
into the deep shadows of the woods and staring up at the sky where
the brighter stars managed to glitter through the shine of the full
moon, I thought better of it. This was the wrong thing to be doing.
This would accomplish nothing good in my life. The frustration of
one slow-developing relationship was not worth throwing away all
the progress I had made in moving on from him. Yes, getting over
him was obviously still a work in progress, yes I still was
desperately hungry in a way I did not yet have any idea how to
satisfy without him, but I could not go back to the mansion, not
now.

I swung into a U-turn and drove back towards
town and the warmth of the apartment where my mother sat sorting
old postcards from acquaintances who had traveled to Florida and
New York and even places as exotic as Quebec and Toronto.

"How was the date?" she asked.

"There won't be another."

"That bad?"

I shrugged noncommittally. "Not so bad,
exactly. It was just - I don't know. There wasn't much there."

And she turned back to the postcards and left
me alone as she had learned to do.
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I was very unhappy for several days after
that. I got up in the mornings, went to work, came home, and went
to bed hours before I was tired. For some reason I was struggling
more than I had even in the very first days after being fired from
the Big House. What if I had allowed myself to build up such
specific and unrealistic expectations after my time with Ewan
Armistead that I would never be satisfied with another man? The
thought sounded silly, at times, but at others it sounded
unsettlingingly possible.

In an effort to get out of the funk, I became
more proactive. I went looking for someone who might be able to
make me feel the way Ewan had. You don't encounter too many new men
in small towns like Independence and Delano, but whenever I did I
would watch how he carried himself, try to find one with that same
self-assuredness, that omnipotence, that could make me feel wanted
and understood and a little bit frightened, all at the same
time.

Chandler was one of those men that I watched.
He was in his early thirties and was some higher up with the water
company that was updating some of its infrastructure in town, and
so I saw him every once in a while at the bar. His hair was a light
blond and his face was broad and handsome. One night he came in
alone and I went out to talk to him when the kitchen closed at
10.

"I see you in here sometimes," I said.

"Yeah, I see you in here sometimes, too.
You're the cook, right?"

"That's right," I answered. "Just closed
up."

"Oh yeah? I'm sorry to hear that. I was just
thinking of putting in for a nice steak and some crème du
lacquard."

"What is that, a joke?"

He shrugged his shoulders with a teasing
smile on his face. "A bad habit. I get nervous when I'm around
people prettier than I am."

I laughed and put a hand on his arm. "I guess
that explains why your sense of humor's a bit rusty."

He raised an eyebrow at that, and from there
we got along pretty well. I asked him a bit about his work and he
asked me a bit about mine, and he said he'd give me a call when he
was back out this way the following week.

All indications were that he was a good spot
for the type of experiment I was conducting. Over our next couple
of dates things moved along pretty quickly, and when I told him I
liked a commanding man in the bedroom, he seemed to nod
knowingly.

Our first night together was relatively tame.
He tied my hands to the posts of the bed and climbed on top of me
to slap at my tits and say things like 'now do you know who's the
boss?' I hadn't gotten laid in going on a month and I ate it up,
doing my best to goad him on without straying from my role. He had
a great body, taught and hard against me, and his cock was thick
and beautiful. Long before he stuck it in me I was wet and my
nipples were almost painfully stiff as he pinched and slapped at
them.

I didn't orgasm, but who does the first time
with someone new? I still finished sore and satisfied, my breathing
as hard as his and my face pressed against his sweaty chest. "That
was incredible," I told him, exaggerating maybe a little bit.

We saw each other twice the following week.
When he was in town on business he took a room at the motel in town
and I was glad I didn't have to worry about introducing him to my
mother. I had the sense that she would not approve of my new taste
in men, and if I was being honest, Chandler wasn't exactly the most
persuasive specimen. Yes, he was handsome, but the better I got to
know him the more I had to admit that his confident, even entitled
facade was often thin enough to let sunlight shine through.

It was all a put-on, and every moment of
every day, he was aware that it was a put-on, and if you knew him
well enough you couldn't get that fact out of your head either. I
heard it in his words. I saw it in his face. I felt it during sex,
too. A lower, more commanding tone of voice is little substitute
for actually being in control of the situation. I measured him
against Ewan, the only yardstick that had any meaning for me, and
the better I perceived Chandler the more he came up short. This
isn't healthy, I told myself. He's a different man. He's a - lesser
man, yes. Alright, he's that.

Once you see through the armor of a man like
that, it begins to seem a little bit pathetic. All the show was
there with none of the substance, like a bluff in a poker game. It
had never been that way with Armistead. What had he said? 'I am not
made uncomfortable by your resistance. I admire it,' is what he had
told me. I had believed him absolutely, when he had said that. It
was absolutely true. I knew him well enough to appreciate the total
honesty of that attitude. He never felt challenged. He never put on
airs. He was simply ... in control.

And compared to a man like that, Chandler was
just a guy approaching middle age who didn't have very much figured
out. He was successful, I suppose, at least in the context of a
little town like Delano, but hardly a world-beater. Sometimes I
hated him for it, and sometimes I hated myself for it. I hated
myself for being so entitled, for thinking I deserved a better man
than Chandler, for thinking that some small-town nobody like me
deserved the rare kind of man who walks through life without
misstep or hesitation and can take anyone he wants along for the
ride. And in the end, it all became too much. It didn't matter who
was to blame, him or me. I had to end it.

He shrugged when I told him, kissed me on the
forehead, and went off into the world. "Well, it was fun," he said
as he left. "Don't throw out my number." I felt a little guilty as
I got the sense that it was something he said a lot. He wasn't such
a bad guy, just not the answer to my problem.

But then again, was there an answer to my
problem? At least one not named Ewan? Sometimes I felt like a moth
flitting around the foot of a lamp post. For the second time I
drove up to the hill that looks across the small valley to the
Armistead mansion. Again it was dark and the lights were in the
windows and I could even make out a couple shapes moving around
behind the thin shades. Lord help me, I thought as I drove back
into town.
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The following week I got a call from an old
friend from high school who was coming back to visit. "We'll get
drinks," she said, and I told her to meet me when I got off
work.

Her name was Elizabeth and we had been pretty
close before she had gone off to college in Chicago. I knew when
she left that she'd probably never came back, because she was the
kind of girl who would fill up any empty space in the conversation
with talk of how she was going to 'get the hell out of this dead
town', so I was a little apprehensive about seeing her again.

"Heya, Jo," she said when she saw me and put
her arms around me. "I don't remember you dressing so well."

"Hey yourself," I told her, "and that's
because you didn't have the sense to appreciate my fashion. The
city's wised you up."

"Maybe so," she agreed. "Just in time to
recognize a good catch when it jumped in my boat." Her hand reached
out to slide a chair towards the table and the glint of a ring came
off her finger.

"Don't tell me," I said.

"I'm no liar."

"You're engaged?"

"Even worse, as of last May."

I tried not to let the hurt surprise show on
my face.

"We didn't have a ceremony," she said
quickly. "Well, I mean, it was just three people and we did it real
quick when we made up our minds. Honestly, my parents are still a
bit off about it."

"I can imagine."

She shrugged her shoulders. "Sometimes you
see a chance and you take it. I was never one to lie down on a good
thing."

"I suppose not," I agreed, a little
disquieted.

She got a drink and we talked for a while,
and had a few more rounds and talked a bit more. Eventually the
drinks did enough that I couldn't help but wrap the conversation
back around to its starting place.

"How could you pass up a wedding?" I demanded
through a slight head fog.

"It's like I said, the chance was there and
if I didn't take it then it wouldn't have been there to get
took."

"He must be something else."

"He's that. The sweetest man you ever met,
and runs his own business, too."

"Oh yeah?"

"Well, he's an electrician and he's got two
others under him. Lately he's been subcontracting for the city a
fair amount."

"I'm just still trying to wrap my head around
all of this. I thought you'd be the last person I knew to settle
down."

She nodded a bit. "I grew up, I suppose. With
all those big inflated dreams in my head sometimes I didn't have
room for anything else."

I knew I should have been happy for her, and
that it said something very bad about me that I wasn't. I wasn't
jealous, was I? "And you're still living in Chicago?" I asked a bit
distractedly.

"Champaign," she said.

"Champaign?"

She shrugged. "It wasn't my first
choice."

"Why, then?"

"It was part of the deal. Champaign's his
town."

I took a long drink and tried to change the
subject, but it would not stay changed and the tone of the
conversation began to strain.

"You sell the goods while they're still in
stock, Jo," she said, gesturing drunkenly at me.

"You sound like your mother."

She eyed me blearily. "This is the jealousy
of a single girl, is it?"

"No, it's not." Again I questioned myself.
But no, I wasn’t jealous. I was depressed. I was depressed by this
person sitting across from me with the same face as one of the most
adventurous people I had ever known.

"What you got going on then?"

"I mean, I am single at the moment -"

"Aha!" she exclaimed, slamming a palm down
and swaying unsteadily. "Feeding yourself the single girl lies. I
knew them for a while."

"What are those, then?" I asked heatedly.

"Oh honey, oh honey. You tell yourself there
is someone out there who makes the world exciting, who electrifies
you. You tell yourself there's someone out there. Throw it out with
the bathwater, Jo. You're dead wrong. There isn't anyone out there
who's any different than anyone else. It's your problem, not
theirs. Just like it was my problem, until I wised up."

I shook my head in woozy disbelief, but she
seemed too far gone to recognize my response.

"It's late," I told her abruptly after
another minute or two. "I probably shouldn't still be out this
late." I stood to leave. "It was good seeing you again."

"You going?" she said. "Alright. I won't keep
you up. Take care now."

I pulled my coat tight around me and walked
out into the frigid winter air, watching my breath begin to cloud
thick and white in front of me. I almost slipped on a patch of ice
on the sidewalk, but managed to stay upright. I reached my car and
got in. My hands were trembling on the steering wheel. Was I that
cold? No, I was still angry. I couldn't put my finger on just
exactly why that conversation had bothered me so much, but I was
shaken.

I was a little drunk, that was all. I just
needed to sit and breathe for a while. In a few minutes I would be
fine to drive and my head would have cleared and I wouldn't
remember this sense of reflexive anger that was seething under my
skin. It was all just the rashness of a slightly tipsy girl.

So I sat, my eyes tracing the patterns of
frost on the windshield. Gradually the world around me came into
sharper resolution and the warmth in my head began to subside. An
uncomfortable thought was reforming in me. Maybe I was jealous.
Maybe she was right.

I gripped the steering wheel in both of my
hands and shook my head. Everyone has petty thoughts sometimes. It
would be alright if I was jealous. But - I wasn't. I wasn't jealous
in the least. I tried to dissect my emotions and what I found was
horror, not jealousy. I did not want what she had. What was it she
had said? "There isn't anyone out there who's any different." And
she believed it with every fiber of her being. I could see it in
her eyes as she said it to me, that she believed in it absolutely.
There was no one out there. She had looked. And now she accused me
of naiveté because I had not found someone to settle for yet.

But she was wrong. She was wrong and I didn't
know how to tell her. She was wrong and I had been trying not to
admit it to myself. I had once met a man who was very different,
who made the entire world seem a much larger place, who was worth
waiting for and pursuing even when everything else was ten times
easier, a man who made me feel ... alive.

[image: ]

I drove straight there. It must have been 11
o'clock at night, and I was not at my most logical. All I knew was
that I wanted something, and that for one brief window I had the
courage born of desperation to try and go get it. I pulled up
through the gate whose doors I had never seen closed and left the
car along the cul-de-sac in front of the building.

The ringing that sounded when I hit the bell
was very loud and very far away, and until that moment I guess it
hadn't really dawned on me that it was a bit late for a social
call.

The door swung open and a pinch-faced man
poked his head out. "Don't you have any sense of decorum?" he asked
rudely.

"I'm here to see Mr. Armistead."

"Yes, I guessed as much. But you're not going
to get in to see him. I've had it from the man himself that you
weren't to be let in."

I squinted at him, trying to recognize him,
but he remained unfamiliar. "You're talking about me
specifically?"

"Yes, you. Joanna Crawford. Not to be let in.
And even if that weren't the case, I'd never bother Mr. Armistead
at this hour anyways. Why don't you leave before you embarrass
yourself?"

"Hey," I said, "there's no reason to be rude
about this."

He pursed his lips, and then began pointedly
to swing the large door closed.

"Wait," I said poking a foot in to stop the
door. "If I could just send a message to him. If I could just tell
him I'm sorry, or that I won't do what I did again, or something
like that. I mean, just let me make my case."

"Like I said, not at this time of night." And
he shoved my foot out of the way with his own and the door closed
with a hollow boom.
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By the next morning I was embarrassed by the
relapse. At least nothing came of it, I told myself over the course
of the day. And this should be a wake-up call that you're not over
it, and you should be.

I must have been getting a little sloppy in
my distractedness, because around 5 in the afternoon my boss called
me over to him.

"Joanna," he said.

"Yeah?"

"I've got a delivery for you to run."

"We don't do deliveries."

"I was talked into it when the customer
offered to pay a delivery fee."

A small suspicion crept into my head. "Why
don't you give it to one of the busboys?"

"They asked for you by name."

"And it's up to the Armistead place?"

"Good guess. You sound like you know
something about it."

"I might. What did he order? A burger or
something?"

"A mini-keg of our weizen."

"What? That's sixty pounds," I protested.
Ewan had the single most infuriating sense of humor of anyone I had
ever met.

"It's really more like fifty," my boss
assured me with a pat on the shoulder. "I’d send someone along to
help with it but with Chris out sick we’re understaffed as it is.
Try not to be away too long."

It took me at least fifteen minutes to get
the mini-keg up out of the basement and loaded into my car. If it
weighed fifty pounds, then so did I. I sat it in the passenger's
seat, and the pressure was enough to fool the dashboard into
thinking there was a person sitting in the seat. As a result, the
seatbelt indicator squawked loudly at me until a mile out of town
when I pulled over in exasperation and belted the keg's seatbelt
just to shut the thing up.

Again I pulled in through the gate and parked
in the cul-de-sac. Maybe it was the angle of the sunlight, but the
house seemed much more welcoming than it had the evening before. I
unloaded the mini-keg and began to drag it up the stairs towards
the front door. It made a metallic grating noise on the granite.
All my instincts had told me to take it in the back and into the
kitchen, but I was making a point here.

An unfamiliar woman opened the door when I
rang the bell. She seemed to recognize me and pulled the doors open
wide enough for me to lug my delivery clumsily into the foyer.

I couldn't help but let my mouth drop
slightly as I found myself bathed in reflected gold light. I stood
in a larger and far grander room whose layout mirrored the back
stair that I had come to know so well.

"Mr. Armistead said for you to bring that up
to his study in the east wing," the woman instructed.

"Up those stairs?" I asked.

"Yes, and then to the left, the seventh door
on your right. And for god sakes don't drag it like that. You
couldn’t refinish these floors with a lottery jackpot."

I nodded in resignation and began trying to
leverage the thing up against the wall to get my hands beneath it.
After a couple minutes of grunting I had the thing in my arms and
began teetering back and forth up the stairs and down the hall. By
the time I had counted seven doors, my shoulders were on fire and
the closest I could come to knocking was to thump myself bodily
against the door.

"Come in," I heard him say from inside. God,
I hadn't realized how much I had missed the sound of his voice.

I pressed the mini-keg against the door and
fumbled for the latch. I turned it without realizing how much
pressure I was putting on the door, and it burst open once the
latch cleared its housing and I sprawled forward into the room. The
mini-keg bounced against a carpeted floor and I came to rest with
my legs straddled on top of it, my right arm trapped beneath it and
my face pressed into the carpet. My cheeks reddened, but I did not
hear his laughter. Instead, his hands were on me, helping me to
extricate myself and lifting me to my feet.

"Here, sit here. We have something to talk
about," he said as he guided me by my elbow.

I sat in the chair he was offering me and
took in his study, almost cramped in comparison to the rest of the
house. It possessed a sense of measured intimacy that almost
embarrassed me. Books crowded the shelves and papers were arrayed
messily on a desk in front of him. It was strange to think that he
ever let anything in his life become out of order.

He sat back in his chair and regarded me
quietly for a moment. I settled into the chair and did my best to
neaten myself before I looked up to meet his gaze. It was good to
see him again. How long had it been? Two months? It felt I had been
a different person that long ago.

"Joanna," he began measuredly, "I should not
have behaved the way I did."

That had not been what I expected him to say,
so I closed my mouth and waited for him to continue.

"We have spent a great deal of time together,
you and I, haven't we? In some aspects of our lives we know each
other very well." He reached out fondly and pushed a strand of my
hair off my face. "When we are together, I often find myself
feeding off your stubbornness and energy. It is intoxicating, even
if it sometimes surfaces at inappropriate moments. It is something
that drew me to you from our earliest interactions. And I knew
exactly how you would react, because of that energy and fire in
you, if I let myself answer those questions, about why I do not
live a public life. I knew exactly what you would think of my
reasons. I knew that you would not understand. It was because of my
affection for you that I did my best to answer, and yet in a moment
of anger, that affection was not enough to forgive you for your
short-sightedness. That was a mistake I should not have made. I
should not have been angry with you for seeing things exactly as
you always see them, in such an inspiring, self-assured black and
white. I was wrong to send you away, and I think we have both
suffered for that mistake, haven't we?"

I bit my lip and nodded simply.

"It was arrogant, perhaps on both our parts,
to think that we didn't need each other, isn't that so? It was
silly to let something so small come between us." He reached out a
hand and took mine. "But we know better now, don't we, Joanna? The
both of us?"

"Yes," I said, and was startled to find I was
almost breathless as I watched his fingers caress mine.

"Well, I'm sorry, Joanna. I'm sorry that we
have been apart for these seven weeks." His hand was cradling my
cheek, a finger wrapped lightly underneath my chin. "You were right
to come back. You knew that I needed you and that I was too blind
to see it, and you came back to make me see it." His grey eyes were
piercing into mine, quietly drawing in everything I was and could
be. "I see it now," he said simply. His face was very close.

"If I had known that was all it would take
-"

And then his lips were on mine and he was
kissing me with his hand cupped against the back of my neck and I
was so amazed that I could only accept his tender lips against me
and shudder in a profound, realized acceptance and gratification
and awareness that something that would change my life had
happened, and that I was his in a moment so utterly that to feel
him moving against me felt a paradox that there should be any
border between us at all.
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When the kiss ended, he drew back without
removing his hands. Instead he cradled my head and looked at me in
a very open way, his gaze meeting mine on a level plane. All of the
pretense and psychological complexity of our relationship fell away
and we were, for once, equals looking into each other, both open
and aware of a true relationship that had come about without ever
being made explicit. The hints and pauses of respect and affection,
meaningful only in their sum built up over months and months
together, were contained and realized in that look.

"And what happens now?" I asked, consciously
repeating a phrase I had once said to him a very long time ago in a
very different place, when his power over me was more likely to
inspire a shiver of dread down my spine than the warmth of
belonging and purpose.

He smiled, perhaps also remembering when I
had said that phrase before. "Now," he told me softly, "we do
something the right way that we have done before the wrong
way."

My breath caught in my throat as I felt his
fingers walking up the buttons of my blouse.

"Doing it the wrong way was fun at the time,"
I breathed.

He kissed me lightly on the neck, his lips
brushing over my skin. "Maybe we'll do it the wrong way again
sometime," he said. "But there is something more valuable I want
right now."

And where the last time we had been together
there had been frenzy, a shallow eagerness that demanded every
motion be quick and violent, there was now a deliberateness, an
effort to savor the physical sensations because of everything lying
deep beneath them. A sense of total access and mutual possession
came in every gesture. The touch of his fingers were tantalizing in
their delicacy as he undressed me.

"Here?" I asked, looking about at the cramped
space.

He breathed out through his nose and looked
around. "You're right," he agreed, and led me out into the empty
hall and down past several doorways to one that was slightly ajar.
Inside was a bedroom that I knew immediately for his own. His scent
was in it, and a quiet simplicity that contrasted with the clutter
of the office. He laid me down on a bed that was very soft, and
there was a fire burning low in a fire place within the far wall.
"A benefit of an old house," he said simply of the warming glow,
and then moved to join me.

And although we had been together before, the
intense distractedness of that first encounter meant that there was
still so much of him that was new to me. He took off his shirt and
laid it at the foot of the bed, and I drank in a body that had been
beautifully maintained without ever being truly shown off or
appreciated. What a waste. I reached out a hand and rubbed at his
cock through his underwear. It was hot and slowly pulsing to the
touch.

He kissed me again and for a very long time
and his arms were around me. I sank into the softness of the bed
beneath his gentle weight and ran my hands down his back.

And as I felt that pleasurable warmth and
dampness between my legs I reached and tugged downwards at the
waist of his underwear. In a relationship built upon sexual kinks,
tantalizing games and displays and teases and humiliations, it felt
important that I take him into me simply and plainly and because I
cared deeply for him and had finally brought him to care deeply for
me. I did not want to be over-distracted by all the ways I knew
that he could pleasure and excite me. I simply wanted him, who and
what he was, in that natural, most instinctual expression that
predated language by however many million years.

He understood and finished removing the
underwear. I reached out and took him in my hand, felt the warmth
of the engorged organ radiating in my palm, and guided him towards
me and then into me.

It seemed like a very long time that he was
moving into me, slowly thrusting, but perhaps it was not that long.
I closed my eyes and tried to appreciate the moment even as the
intensity of what was happening began to build beyond the point
where I could think about anything else. The warmth between my legs
spread and took over my body and after several moments I orgasmed.
It was something very slow and mellow compared to the most violent
that I had experienced with Ewan in the past, but it bore me up and
held me in a quiet bliss with gold light dancing on my skin and in
my stomach and then slowly fading like the alpenglow of a
sunset.

I felt Ewan begin to tense and his breath
quickened and I opened my legs as wide as I could to let him go as
fast as he could, and then I felt him release inside of me in
shuddering ecstasy.

His posture sagged down and I wrapped my arms
around him and he lay against me, his breathing hard and in sync
with my own. I held his head to my neck and his shoulders against
my breasts as we lay together and I felt his cock soften and slowly
slip from me to drip against the inside of my thigh.

For a while I held him on top of me, letting
his lips brush occasionally on my neck, and then he rolled to one
side and took me in his arms and my forehead against his cheek. We
lay that way, looking quietly into the fire and savoring the
posture of body against body in the warmth and comfort of the room
and of being reunited.

"What are you thinking?" I asked him.

He looked away from the fire and at me. "That
it took me a very long time to realize that I wanted this," he
said. "And I was thinking that I don't really know why."

"You were afraid," I told him.

A smile came to his lips. "Everything is so
simple with you, isn't it, Joanna?"

"What do you mean?"

"You are like a bull. There is only charging
forward or standing still, with you. I hope the other people in
your life appreciate you the way I have learned to."

I felt myself blush a little. "Maybe it's all
I have the capacity to wrap my head around. Life was always a
challenge. It didn't make sense to think of it any other way."

"What a different experience from my own." He
said it with a strange tone in his voice, perhaps regret.

I wondered if he was going to say more, but
he fell silent so I squirmed in closer to his body and laid my
cheek against his chest. His breathing was gentle as it moved up
and down and he stroked my hair absently.

We lay together for a very long time. Almost
two months of anguish were forgotten and it was all the sweeter for
how fragile the moment was. Nothing was said of what had driven us
apart. Nothing was said about what it all meant. It was on my mind
and surely it was on his as well, but for one moment we could
ignore that rift in life and purpose that had once separated us and
still lurked at full strength in the flickering shadows beyond the
firelight.
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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.
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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."
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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.




Chapter 22






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?




Chapter 23






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.




Chapter 24






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.
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