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Chapter 14






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.




Chapter 15






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.




Chapter 16






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.
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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.




Chapter 17






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.




Chapter 18






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.









Here ends
Trying to Make Do with Other
Men. Blind in the Mansion concludes
with






Book Five: Laying It All in
the Open

Reunited with Ewan and with their
relationship elevated to a new footing, Joanna might think she has
found her paradise, but is it everything she can ask for? After
only a few short weeks of bliss, her own greater designs are
beginning to evoke Ewan’s ire and plunge the unlikely pair back
into a state of sexual contest and discipline play that verges on
the frighteningly real. Is there anything for her to do? Any way to
use this dynamic to her advantage and by it win the man she has
always longed for? The answers to these questions will play out in
this thrilling conclusion of the Blind in the Mansion Series.
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