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  Bound For Submission


  


  He was one of many that wound around me erotic genius,


  with the capacity to take my pliant flesh,


  and capturing it,


  send sensation soaring to limitless finales.


  Stripped


  clipped


  extremities tied


  bound for submission,


  to be abused by lust and men,


  used for cash and thrills and sexual awakening,


  made satiated midnight until noon,


  his devices won me.


  With dark command


  and fragrant body,


  unyielding will


  and the surprise of pain,


  I succumbed,


  answering his need


  with mine,


  his to control


  mine to submit


  both being bound for pleasure.




  Chapter One


  


  I came to the beach to cry all the tears I thought I should cry, but there were so few, almost none, it was embarrassing.


  Seven years of marriage and I couldn’t dredge up the simplest emotion of grief to honor what should have loomed in my memory as a significant piece of my life. All that remained when I walked away from Peter’s vacant eyes was emptiness, complete and abiding, so empty even the ocean waves, that should have reminded me of the tears I should shed, left me empty and dry.


  


  The beach house was a tonic for my woe. The walls were a bright, cheerful white, the sun porch overlooking the sea was blooming with a dozen varieties of geraniums and fuchsias. Sitting in the midst of growing things, looking out on the ever changing patterns of the waves, I could almost feel something inside myself, even though I knew it was a trick. There were only worn out memories of the light-hearted days before Peter, when I sat on the porch and felt full of myself, soaring with some intangible spirit, ready for the great quest of my life.


  Even though I could never repeat the feeling of that other time, the sunporch and the house itself, with its sweet Victorian angles and its fresh, uncluttered, homey verve, reminded me that there once had been something more.


  At other times the beach house only reminded me of him. A left over from Dr. Peter Percival, I remembered I had to fight to keep it. Fight dirty. He didn’t want to give it up, but finally he had no choice. His reputation couldn’t suffer from the messiness of a prickly divorce, and since I threatened him ever so sweetly, he was taking pains to see that our divorce was amicable. All I cared was that I had the house. Nothing pleased me more than to replace the wooden name plate at the gate with “Nightengale,” my maiden name. Only if I could feel like a maiden again.


  


  “I’m changing my life … my name … my clothes, I’m going to dye my hair red and wear cowboy boots …” I warned him.


  Peter smirked. I should have slapped it off his face, Mr. High and Mighty, thinking he’d taken a sniveling college sophomore and molded her like Pygmalion into me, the perfect product of his well-chiseled life, carved in cold stone, like the figures that lined the hall of his Percival Institute. Good God! That I ever thought being his pristine masterpiece was something I gloried in!


  “I taught you everything you know!” he told me—his way of saying that I was nothing without him. I was nothing with him. I had little to lose thinking I could learn something new away from his grasp.


  “The Percival Theories don’t translate well to other therapy schools. What do you plan to do to support yourself?”


  He said everything so dispassionately with his well-rehearsed calm and reserve, as if he was reading from a used script of marriage breakup. It was all there in his black and white rule book, the words, the intonation, even the scornfully sarcastic pronouncements of my ill-fated future. I don’t think he really believed his scorn was a way to get me back, but it was the only ploy he used. Maybe at one time it would have worked, at a time when I still could remember feeling, when I was still confused enough to let his opinions be my own, when I might still buy his tales of doom.


  Now it wouldn’t matter what he said or did, even if he tried to cradle me in his arms, I wouldn’t trust anything he said, though it might sound sincere.


  Maybe that’s what I wanted him to do, cradle me. Maybe I held out for that possibility, imagining it in my head—that he’d rush to my side with corny sweet-nothings to woo me back, to suddenly mend the Grand Canyon between us. But all that was a foolish romanticism. Peter didn’t change, he hadn’t changed in seven years. The sun had a better chance of setting forever, than Peter had of finding something real to feel.


  What was even worse was that Peter wouldn’t be crying either. He couldn’t be any lonelier than he already was. He couldn’t grieve because he hadn’t really loved. Even a display of orchestrated despair wouldn’t have been his style. He’d make a show of it, that he was handling divorce like a pro; being the perfect psychologist required it.


  Appraising the situation from the beautiful room of passionate flowers overlooking the Pacific sunset that was blinding me in its light, I realized I was just like him. I was the perfect clone of Peter. Perhaps his greatest triumph could be that I was responding to our break-up in the same detached and vacant manner that he was. The only difference was, I walked among flowers, hoping to recapture something I’d once known; and he walked amidst his empty, hallow walls, never knowing what he didn’t have.


  


  ***


  


  I didn’t dye my hair red or buy the cowboy boots. If I had, I probably wouldn’t have needed Nathan …


  The first time I saw him, I was walking through the sand, my cocker spaniel, Cory, racing madly in front of me. Trying to keep up with the mutt I ran through the fog and tall weeds, and for an instant my eye caught the red of a man’s shirt. Stopping short, I watched the figure turn away and disappear over the sand dune. Thinking nothing more of it, I started out again after Cory, and slid down the sandy embankment to the beach below.


  If the beach was not a good place to cry it was an excellent place to think, even though the only thing worth thinking about was why I felt so empty.


  I arrived in late May when it was just getting warm. With Peter, we always came for the month of August. Occasionally through the year we’d make the trip from San Francisco on a weekend, though it was never often enough for me. In the last few years, I’d come several times by myself. That’s when the house became all mine in my mind, as I plotted our divorce. This “old remnant in the rough”, as I liked to call it, was the only thing I wanted from the past. I wish it was all I took.


  I was on the beach walking Cory faithfully everyday. She loved to romp by the edge of the water, to chase sticks and poke her nose at the sand crabs. For brief instants watching her I’d forget everything else and laughed at her antics. Then I’d mosey my way about the beach not thinking much of anything, picking up shells and rocks that looked so pretty in the water, though they faded into dust colored shapes when they dried. I’m sure that could have been a metaphor for something, but I didn’t want to think of that. It was as empty as everything else in my mind.


  After that first fleeting glimpse of Nathan, I saw him several times when I was out walking the beach, his figure looming over the sand dunes, though he wasn’t staring at me. He always seemed to be looking toward the hazy horizon.


  He looked ageless from a distance, a fact that was to be as valid close-up. His weathered face was dark with a natural tan, with deep lines in his brow and cheeks. He could have been as young as forty, as old as seventy; though he didn’t walk like an older man. The spirit in his step was like that of someone much younger.


  The first time I caught his eye, he was moving along the ridge line above me in the grassy dunes. I looked up at him curiously and he stopped, turning to stare down at me. I was too self conscious to say anything so I began my walk again, wondering if we’d ever meet.


  For my first weeks at the house, well into June, our paths continued cross without comment. Then eating a picnic on the dunes one afternoon, I was shocked to find him suddenly standing over me.


  “Hello,” I said looking up.


  He’d not said word, but nodded when I spoke.


  “I’ve seen you several times,” I said.


  “These are my dunes,” he told me, not at all friendly.


  “Your dunes?” I queried. I had assumed they were public lands, in fact I knew they were. Yet I didn’t want to fight with this odd neighbor.


  “They’re mine,” he repeated.


  “And you want me off of them?”


  “No,” he answered.


  I was confused.


  “So you live close by?” I asked.


  “Over two hills,” he said pointing north.


  I hadn’t noticed a house in that vicinity, but again I was not planning to raise a issue with a man I’d only met, who could have been a murderous monster for all I knew. I didn’t find him particularly frightening, but I found myself shivering in his presence. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I did hope he’d leave soon. Hating conversations with strangers, I was hating this one particularly.


  Thankfully, after having turned away for just an instant to call Cory to my side, I looked back to discover that he’d disappeared.


  I didn’t easily shrug things off, but even though his appearance was disquieting, I wasn’t afraid, and finally determined that he was simply something I’d have to live with, as long as I intended to live at the beach house.


  


  June 12th. I took a picnic to the beach. The fog was in along the coast, and there was a damp chill in the air. I was proud of myself for remembering how to build a fire to keep the chill away, and roast a hot dog, and a few marshmallows. I was even thinking how Cory would look with marshmallow all over her mouth, the way she’d try to lick it off. I was glad I had her. She was something to touch that was warm and willing to be touched.


  Gathering dried driftwood, I made a circle in the sand, lining it with stones. Even though there was little likelihood that the fire would spread, it reminded me being the good Camp Fire Girl. Once the flamed flared over the sand, I sat down and held a stick with a hot dog poked through it. The meat blistered with heat and drizzled its sizzling fat on the fire.


  It tasted good, but the flavor only lasted a few minutes. Several marshmallows later I was too filled with sweet sticky stuff to want anymore, so I was left with nothing to do, except keep warm by the fire. The fog seemed even thicker than when I’d started out and I was chilled to the bone. Native San Franciscans should love the fog, but I did not, at least not in the middle of June, even if it was a likelihood that I’d see it more days than not during the summer.


  I shivered, finally deciding that I’d rather read a book in the sunroom, where I wouldn’t have to be surrounded by such dread. Anyway I had Betsy to plan for. My friend was coming from the city in two days, and I had all kinds of high hopes for that momentous visit. Dousing the fire, I was rising from the sand, calling Cory back to me at the same instant, when Nathan appeared.


  “So you’re on my beach again,” he said.


  I appraised his impassive look, impassive yes, but vacant no. There was an extraordinary difference, even though I wasn’t certain why there was. “You know, sir, I know this beach is public, so are the cliffs and the dunes.” I pointed to the land rising around us.


  “So they are,” he replied.


  I nodded, not knowing what to say.


  “You come out here, though, you’ll have to deal with me.”


  I found the man very odd, even though I was becoming curious about him.


  “I suppose that’s a warning?” I said.


  “Just the truth.”


  He had me tongue tied, and if I was not mistaken, there was an amused twinkle in his eye. I like ignoring people, brushing them off, giving them clear messages that I’m not available for idle conversation. I’m very good at not meeting eye to eye in grocery stores or on the street. Those habits would label me unfriendly, but it didn’t matter. I hated to “chatter for no matter.” I cringed just then thinking that Peter had coined that phrase. All this going through my brain in a flash, I decided maybe it was time to do things differently, even if it was only being friendly to this man.


  “So what’s you’re name?” I asked.


  “Nathan.”


  “You live here long?” I asked.


  He shrugged.


  “I’m Xana Nightengale,” I said.


  “I know,” he answered.


  “You know?”


  “You write it for all the public to see,” he nodded toward the front of my house, where Nightengale was written boldly on the gate.


  “Ah yes,” I said. “It’s funny I’ve never seen you here before. We come here, that is my ex-husband and I used to come here regularly. I’m living here by myself now.”


  He shook his head and shrugged, as if he couldn’t figure out why we hadn’t met. And then, in a gesture that I didn’t expect, he reached towards my face and brushed away an ash blonde lock of hair that had strayed across my eyes. The touch of his fingers against my face sent bolts of electricity through my system as if he’d just used electro-shock therapy. The sensation settling in my crotch resulted in a dull ache. I remember well sexual arousal, even though I hadn’t felt sexual in sometime—except those rare moments when on overload I sometimes, in the wee hours of the night, would catch myself masturbating just to alleviate the tension.


  I stepped back from the unexpected touch and Nathan’s hand dropped as a smile broke out on his face. He wasn’t a pretty man, although there was a stunning handsomeness in his weathered features that the smile instantly enhanced. For an instant my mind flashed to the absurd picture of me in bed with him, though I quickly erased that thought before I blushed involuntarily.


  “Well, Cassandra Nightengale, I’ll see you again,” Nathan said, and before I could say another word, he left.


  


  It was hours later that I finally queried myself carefully. He’d called me Cassandra, my real name. I know I used my nickname, Xana. That worried me, but I wasn’t sure why.


  That evening, for the first time in months, the urge to climb outside my cloistered abbey of celibacy struck me the moment I lay down in bed. My body was uncharacteristically hot, as if that touch from my odd suitor on the beach was affecting me. Labia throbbing, clit engorged, I discovered my arousal just brushing my hand against my pubis. He was in my thoughts. Nathan. Touching me again. His hand meandering down my body, even while I was still fully clothed. Between my legs, stoking gently, my hips bucked, inside a spasm roared and I cried aloud. My hands felt the wet there, as his imaginary hands felt the wetness through the invisible jeans. The spasm having died away, I shook the picture of him from my thoughts, assuming that at last I’d become so sex-starved that I’d let any bum on the beach look attractive to me.




  Chapter Two


  


  “Who is that?” Betsy asked, looking though the spyglass from the sun porch down to the beach below.


  I was preparing chocolate coffee for one of those female tête-à-têtes, that look so cozy on TV.


  “Nathan,” I replied.


  “But who is he?”


  “I don’t know, some beach bum I suppose. I think he lives over the dunes north of here. He’s a bit of an apparition.”


  “He’s queer,” Betsy said flatly.


  “You mean gay?”


  “Not gay, queer in the old sense of the word …” her voice trailed away, as she continued to peer at him.


  “Why would you say that?” I asked.


  “I don’t know why, it’s spooky, like I’m shivering. Oops!” She turned around with a sheepish grin, and plopped down in one of the wicker settees by the window, looking as if she was trying to hide. “He caught me looking at him.” She took a mug of coffee and a handful of tiny cookies from the tray on the table. “So this is what you have time to do as a retired psychologist.”


  “I’ve hardly retired,” I answered, my cynicism obvious in the sound of my voice.


  “Recouping then,” she replied.


  I knew I liked her mellow sweet voice, the utter calm and acceptance that issued from her comforting tones. I was glad to have her as my first visitor as a single woman. She made the transition with me, all the little steps, seeing it done, finished with an exclamation point. This visit was the final piece. I could be satisfied with what I’d done because Betsy championed me and my cause. The chocolate coffee tasted better because she was lounging comfortably across from me.


  “So what happens after Percival?” she asked.


  “The institute or the man?”


  “The Institute silly.”


  “Hell, I don’t know, at this point I wouldn’t try to play shrink to anyone. I know nothing, absolutely nothing … a Ph.D. in emptiness, not even pain, just emptiness. How could I ever think of guiding people out of their traumas and depressions?”


  “You’re thinking too negatively.”


  “Realistically,” I corrected her.


  “No, you’re so damned negative about yourself, you have far more inside than you think.”


  I hummed a little tune, my eyes wandering out to the beach where I could see Nathan walking in the distance. “I wish I could find it,” I sighed.


  “You will.”


  “Such faith …” I shook my head and stared into her green eyes, and at the mountain of bright red hair that crowned her head and at the soft voluptuous earth-mother body that seemed so warm and cradling. I wondered how it would be to be cradled by her.


  “You know I can’t stay the night,” she said.


  “What!”


  “I didn’t tell you earlier, because I still wanted to come, but it’s business …”


  “Damn it, I was really looking forward to a couple days with you here. It’s a little lonely.”


  “Xana, I don’t want to judge what you do, but I think closeting yourself up here is foolish. I can’t see why you’re doing it. You just admitted it’s lonely. I think right now, it would be exactly the opposite of what you need. Get back in the city with people. It’ll do you much more good.”


  “I hate the city!” I bellowed.


  “Then some place else, some place with people.”


  “There’re people here,” I countered.


  “Sure,” she nodded, “your mysterious Nathan?”


  “Oh yeah,” I laughed. She looked at me sternly, like a mother hen. “I’m going to town on Monday, the library has something or other going on, and there are things to keep me occupied. I just know that I have to be here, I’m not sure why, but I have to be here. No where else is going to do right now.”


  “At least you picked a pretty place. I imagine it’s lovely when the sun’s shining.” She looked around the room and outside again, though from the couch all she could see was the dunes to one side of the house.


  “I feel kind of funny that you’ve never been here, after all this time … Peter was such a ghoul about some things, like having guests.”


  “But I am here now,” she answered. The lilt of her voice lifted me just hearing it. “Let’s get down to that dinner you promised me.” As she hugged me on the way to the kitchen, I wished that I could have stayed in her arms forever.


  


  ***


  


  With Betsy gone, the impending event of my week, in fact my month, was gone. She promised to return. But on business for four weeks on the east coast, I’d have to wait. I’d hoped to have her with me for some time, to smooth my transition into single life, but it was clear that transition would have to be up to me alone.


  It was a sunny day, so warm that I took a book to read while I sat on a low flat rock that jutted out beyond one of the dunes. From there I could hear the waves crashing, smell the salt in the air and feel the sun’s warmth on my back. Cory played in grasses around me.


  After some time with my head buried in my book, I looked up. There he was again, Nathan, passing silently by my rock.


  “Good afternoon,” I called out to him.


  He jerked at the sound of my voice and turned to me.


  “Ah! Cassandra, how are you today?” he responded, breaking into a magnanimous smile, as if he was just waiting for me to speak first.


  “Why I’m fine,” I answered surprised. So unexpectedly friendly he was.


  “Are you?” he answered.


  “Well I suppose.” I went through a quick but thorough mental process wondering. “I mean for a woman coming off of a divorce,” I added.


  “But you wanted your divorce, didn’t you?”


  “God yes!” I exclaimed.


  “Then you should be enjoying your freedom.”


  “I am,” I sighed. “It’s just taking time, I’m a little numb I guess.”


  “I imagine,” he contemplated as if he was thinking about how a newly divorced woman might feel. He sat down on my rock where there was room enough for both of us and still room enough for a reasonable space between. He looked out to the ocean for some moments, while I stared at him. He was a interesting fellow, staid, substantial, untroubled, were words that came to mind to describe him. There was that feeling sweeping through me again, the same one that appeared when he touched my cheek days before.


  “I thought I would have felt something more than I have, that I’d have cried. I expected to burst into tears when I arrived here. But there haven’t been any.” I looked out to the ocean, hypnotized by the surf, drawn into an altered state where my thoughts were immediately transformed into words. I looked at Nathan. His face expressionless, but open and caring, like a good psychologist I suppose, or maybe just a good friend. “I expected to react differently. I mean the man and his life was my life for seven years. You’d think that I would mourn the loss. I guess as stages of grief go, I’m in that numb place. I imagine before long, the emotion will be pouring out and I won’t be able to stop it.” I stopped talking thinking he was likely bored with my rambling, though if he was, he didn’t show it. “I shouldn’t go on like this,” I said grinning.


  “It’s no matter to me,” he said sincerely.


  “Thanks. I had a friend visiting, I’d hoped Betsy and I could have talked this out for a few days and I’d be closer to feeling something again, but she had to go.”


  “Then maybe she wasn’t the one to bare your soul to.”


  “I guess not, at least not now. You want an apple?” I offered him mine. His kindness and good humor made me feel less reticent than I might have felt with another stranger. In fact I realized that the conversation was a welcome change from my lonely self-imposed exile.


  “No, thank you,” he answered.


  I put the green fruit to my mouth and took a crunching bite. “I hope I’m not boring you,” I said as I chomped away.


  “Not at all,” Nathan said.


  “It’s why I’m here, to take a well earned rest, before I start the rest of my life. I guess I’m lucky to have this place. That was a coup, wrestling it away from Peter. He didn’t even want it, but he was full of all kinds of reasons why I shouldn’t have it. Still trying to control me, he said I needed to stay in the city. I was too fragile to be here on my own. I wonder sometimes if he was right, and I’m just doing this out of spite… . anyway, it’s not turning out the way I thought it would. Maybe there’s just too much fog, it desensitizes me. It doesn’t even depress me, it just numbing.”


  I watched Nathan’s eyes, they were so penetrating and soft at the same time. I’d never seen eyes like his. I felt as if I could stare at them forever. A seagull flying overhead grabbed my attention, and looking in the distance as the bird flew off, I could see the fog already beginning to creep down the coast.


  “Look at it, it’s just hanging their waiting,” I said.


  “But it’s not the fog that numbs you,” Nathan quietly interjected.


  I nodded my head agreeing. “No, you’re probably right,” I admitted, “but it sounds like a good excuse.”


  “May I make an observation?” he inquired.


  “Sure,” I answered, curiously.


  “Your numbness? It has nothing to do with your divorce.”


  “Really? Why do you say that?” I asked curiously.


  “From what I see …” He looked me over from head to toe. “You’re dead from the waist down, nearly from your throat.”


  “What?”


  “Dead, asleep, paralyzed inside your body,” he explained.


  “What a strange thing to say.” He certainly had a odd way of putting things, I wasn’t sure what he meant.”


  “No life force,” he added.


  I smiled thinking he was making a joke. “Sounds critical.” Life force, that kind of terminology always made me either laugh or wince depending on my mood. I didn’t give into new age hoopla; its jargon sounded as stupid as most psychological jargon was sounding stupid to my now cynical ears.


  “It’s not life threatening, but it could be damaging to your soul,” he said.


  I eyed him carefully, trying to understand why our casual meeting had taken this abrupt turn. He eyed me back with a most peculiar look, one that shot right through me, one that knew me as only someone very close would know me. I shivered. Even in the warm sun I felt myself going cold, very cold. My hands were like ice. It was the strangest sensation. One minute hot, almost flushed, the next feeling like a blast of winter had just penetrated my skin.


  “How can you know what’s damaging for my soul?” I asked. I’m not sure why I was even continuing the conversation, except his manner was almost fatherly. His soothing voice seeming to mesmerize me into believing, or at least hearing his odd evaluation of my present dilemma.


  “It’s not hard to see, Cassandra, you’re transparent.”


  I laughed. “Oh, I’m sure Peter would agree with you there,” I exclaimed. “Though I bet he’d have a different conclusion.”


  I thought I saw him smile, but it was so oblique I wasn’t sure. “You’re suffering from damaged thinking,” he continued. “Too much modern psychology.”


  “Ah, you’re one of those people that thinks all psychologists are fools?” I said.


  “I haven’t met a psychologist yet that wasn’t a fool, or at the very least foolish.”


  “And what do you base that opinion on?” I challenged him.


  “What I see and what I hear and what I sense.”


  “Now you’re sounding like a psychologist yourself,” I observed. I was beginning to relax again, though in addition to the coldness, there was a disturbing agitation inside me that I couldn’t quite name.


  “All you have to do is feel the truth and you know.”


  “Is that how you divine your answers to life’s questions?” I asked.


  “The truth’s inside you, I think it’s the best place to look, don’t you?”


  “That’s a cliché Nathan, you don’t know how many times I’ve heard it. Of course the truth’s inside me, but looking inside myself has always tied my thinking in knots,” I charged with a well charged voice. I was irritated. Not so much with him, but the whole damned frustrating process of self-discovery that had left me standing while others had climbed aboard bandwagons of enlightenment, and appeared flying into futures grasping the great truths of existence as if they were plainly written in their thoughts and easily understood.


  “See, you do have some emotion,” he commented.


  “I’m sorry, you just struck a painful chord in me.”


  “At least you’re feeling something,” he observed.


  The waves were crashing joyously on the beach, at least it seemed a joyous sound when the sun shone brightly in the sky. How strange that that sound was immensely different when the sun was tucked away behind the clouds. Looking north I gazed at the fog bank hovering some distance away. Before the afternoon was over it would climb down the coast and swallow me and my beach house in its bleakness.


  “Don’t think you’re so indecipherable Cassandra, it’s really not that hard,” Nathan said kindly, trying to lift me from my dark mood.


  Despite his efforts to assure me, I wasn’t about to be reassured with platitudes. I wasn’t sure I liked this conversation anymore. As well meaning as the man might be, he seemed to be leading me exactly where I’d led myself through hours and months and years of psychoanalysis. And I didn’t particularly feel like hitting that brick wall again. “If it’s so easy,” I challenged him, “tell me, how do I know the truth about myself?”


  “You feel it,” he answered.


  “So easy for you to say, but not as easily done.”


  “There’s a fallacy in your thinking Cassandra. You do feel. You just don’t know how to sense it.”


  I was not only angry, I was frustrated again. The conversation was fast approaching inane. Nathan was just another purported guru leading me in familiar circles of confusion. Wasn’t it enough that I’d fled the Institute, here I’d attracted yet another person ready to tell me what I needed to heal myself.


  I looked at him and shook my head, “thanks for trying Nathan, whoever you are,” I said, “I think I’ll go in.” I closed my book and looked as if I was getting ready to leave.


  “A suggestion?” he said.


  “What’s that?”


  “Take off those jeans,” he said staring at my crotch, “go naked from your waist down.”


  “What?” I responded half quizzical, half shocked.


  “Take off the jeans,” he repeated sincerely.


  That was it! Who was this half-baked old fart giving me his old-world new-age wisdom?


  “Listen, whatever you’re trying to suggest,” I was stammering nervously, a wave of shear panic racing through me, “I appreciate the thought …” I was trying to be polite and extricate myself from the man at the same time. “But this is something I’ve got to handle myself.” I rose to leave, my book dropping to the ground. I bent to pick it up and as I stood again up, his eyes caught mine and I was totally taken aback by their insistent stare.


  “I’m not talking about sex, Cassandra, but since that’s what you’ve apparently inferred from my suggestion, tell me … have you felt one sexual thing in the last week? The last month? The last year?”


  I didn’t answer, but stood there dumbfounded. I’d never admit to him that, yes, I had felt something sexual that last time I saw him; and I certainly wouldn’t let him know that I’d masturbated to the thought of him.


  “How can you feel anything with your pants bound around your body like a straight-jacket. Wear a sundress if you’re too embarrassed to go naked, but give your body room to breathe.”


  At last, his eyes disengaged from mine and he rose from the rock before I could think to flee. Without a good-bye he turned and walked away, leaving me stunned.


  What did he mean “go naked”, “my body needed to breathe?” And who the hell was he telling me this?


  I wanted to write him off in my mind as a ne’er do well bum with a second grade education and a pocketful of made up gibberish. But it wasn’t that easy. What he said had agitated me so much, I couldn’t ignore it; but by the same token, I wondered as I quickly tramped back to the house, why I’d left myself so open. In just a few short weeks my once well-sharpened defensive strategies against such attacks—that I’d developed out of necessity at the Institute—had totally vanished in this man’s presence. Was I that hungry for companionship, that needy for advice?


  Quickly returning to the house, I resolved to drop Nathan, the conversation and the bedlam in my mind. And so, I tore into the kitchen with feverish abandon, pulling from the refrigerator and cupboards the ingredients for the most complex recipe I knew, assuring myself that my state of woe warranted the pleasure of that culinary masterpiece blessing my craving lips, and that my state of mind required such ardent focus.


  It was nothing but a ruse to take my mind off the feelings. A clever decoy perhaps, but I was too self-honest not admit after an hour of sweating from my armpits as everything went wrong with my masterpiece, and I was running from one end of the kitchen to another in helter skelter agitation, that Nathan and his observations were first and foremost in my consciousness. For all my attempts to do so, there was no way I was going to shake them from me. Strange, I’d been looking for “feelings”, begging for emotions to consume me, and now that something had gotten through my exacting defenses, I was desperate to send it away. In my efforts I found myself mentally searching for reasons to explain myself to Nathan. I tried thinking of ways to improve my “psychic” appearance to him and his astute eye, proving his observations wrong. I argued with myself that his appraisal of my need was nothing more than blatant sexual innuendo, perhaps some clever new way of hitting on a woman. Yet the clamor not dying away, the truth bore down on me like a runaway locomotive. Was my sexless life so obvious even now?


  I was reminded of the time one of the doctors at the Institute had called me the “perfectly frigid prig” in the middle of a staff meeting. The moniker stung, and it haunted me for years. Obviously divorce hadn’t changed much when a practical stranger could read right through me. I didn’t think of myself as frigid. God knows, I did have sex with myself, on many occasions, if not with Peter.


  With my masterpiece ruined, a steamy soggy mess on the stove, I gave up. Collapsing into a chair, I wiped my sweat- soaked hair from my face. “Damn!” I exclaimed aloud, letting a knife fly hard against the butcher block kitchen table.


  


  That night as I undressed, I caught sight of my body in the mirror. Nathan’s suggestion possessed my thoughts, especially when I wiggled out of my jeans and panties, as if I was struggling to free myself. Usually so critical of my physical appearance, rarely did I spend any time before a mirror unclothed. What surprised me was seeing my body this night with much less disdain than normal. At twenty-eight years I was lean, smooth and shapely, my breasts full, fitting sensuously into a “C” size cup, my hips well-rounded. Girl friends in the past always said I had the perfect figure, a compliment that I summarily ignored.


  And yet, what captured my attention even more was something beyond appearances. It was the sensations, where skin to skin I felt my thighs rubbing against each other, caressing that place between my legs that I often forgot about for days at a time, even weeks. For the second time in one week, I began to feel a clawing in the center of my stomach, this one far more pronounced than what I’d experienced days before. Watching my body move as if someone else was directing me, the clawing feeling became stronger, making me dance seductively. I was horny. I could tell that much, and no doubt the inevitable rendezvous with my vibrator would soon take care of that. Yet the more I stared at myself, the more I found myself enjoying the feelings that were rising in me. The woman in the mirror fascinated me, the way she writhed before my eyes. Warmth replaced coldness, and as I began to touch myself, watching the tawdry look of it in the glass, the arousal grew by leaps and bounds.


  This arousal seemed to come from something outside my fantasies.


  (Ah! Yes, my fantasies! I’d grown to hate them, they seemed dysfunctionally bizarre and extreme. Of course Peter had confirmed that fact early in our marriage, when I tried to tell him what was in my head when I was aroused. Because of his edict, for years I’d actively avoided my fantasy life, pushing it from my mind as quickly as its devilish notions came to life in my waking, daydreaming life.


  I never considered that Peter’s rash judgments of my erotic imaginings was why I was so rarely aroused. But after he’d confirmed my worst suspicions, I tried to find other ways to “get off”, thinking surely there was a more natural way to light my fires. Considering Peter’s low sexual drive, it didn’t really matter all that much since a well-lit erotic flame was rarely required in our bed.


  When I did get that gnawing feeling in my stomach, I was quick to take care of it myself, knowing that Peter would have a difficult time satisfying me. That was one thing I never held against him. I made up my mind a long time ago, that my sexual trip switch was off kilter and it was unlikely any man could set it aright.)


  But in front of the mirror touching myself, the tingling sensations were becoming blatant. It was having such an interesting effect I couldn’t stop. The shame of it would get to me later, but at the moment, what was flooding into me was too preciously enjoyable to push away. I didn’t stop, but continued moving my hands against my skin. Taking my breasts in my palms, I cupped them high seeing how the tight nipples stood out beyond the soft flesh like two tiny, potent beacons. Raising them high, when I leaned down I could kiss that flesh and run my tongue over the satin surface. I let loose one so that my fingers could travel downward, press themselves against my undulating belly, and then part the sticky labia where the light brown pubic hair glistened. A finger delving deep inside the hole between came out covered with my juice. I licked it dry.


  My thoughts bolted back and forth from lust to embarrassment. My nakedness scared me. This flagrant eroticism, so foreign to me was like delving into a deep well of decadence reserved for a world I knew existed somewhere, though it was not a world I knew in my lily-white life. Did other people do these things, did they move in front of mirrors making love to their bodies with their hands?


  The oddest thing about my play … in the back of my mind I had the distinct impression that someone was watching me, a phantom of sorts. And curiously, I almost wanted someone else to see me.


  As my mind wandered through a half dozen fields of fragrant fantasy, trying to pluck the right one to steer the moment, a face appeared in front of my brain, just as it appeared to me that night days before. His visage, a full-colored picture, living and breathing as I’d seen him earlier that day. Nathan. I wanted Nathan to be watching me.


  No, I couldn’t be aroused by that near stranger. I didn’t want to be, it wasn’t possible! Yet, it was the picture of his face that I could not vanish from my head.


  I turned from the mirror and rummaged through my bottom dresser drawer, pulling out my vibrator. Instead of dropping to the bed however, I used the softly shivering dildo like a lover’s hands. Retracing my earlier self-play, I began with my breasts and their firm nipples, and finally traced my way downward until I was again at the center where I could feel an end to the interlude near. At my pubis, I ran it between my parted labia, feeling the distinctive surge when it hit my clitoris. Skipping over that intense spot, I moved the long erection- shaped latex to my vagina, pressing it against the opening until it eased inside. So wet, as if a damn inside me had burst, I let it slide naturally in and out to the beat of my musically moving hips.


  A dark aspect in my eyes, I stared into them as my brain ordered my hands to shove the prick deeper still. Squeezing the soft substance as if there was a real cock to squeeze with my inner muscles, the spasms didn’t stop. Driving the prick deeper still, I felt it hit bottom and deliver a small burst of pain, as if to say, “no more.” But I wasn’t listening to caution. Not at that moment. Not so possessed. I wanted it wild. Taking the end of the vibrating cylinder, I pumped it inside hard, and then raising one foot to the end of the bed, my eyes captured the obscene reflection of myself as I fucked myself to orgasm.


  Such a slut, I heard my own opinion of my alter ego come down on me with a decree. Even that didn’t dissuade me. Some dark animal in my soul had happily exchanged places with the normal me. And the thought of Nathan in the background viewing it all made the satisfaction more perfect. Strange, that I cared what he thought, stranger still that I had the most desperate desire to bare my soul and body for him.


  With the orgasm, the image in the mirror shattered, but not my memory of it. Twelve hours later the memory was still vivid. But by then, I’d compartmentalized it as something done only in the heat of sex, behind closed doors, safely tucked away in the whispers and shadows.




  Chapter Three


  


  On the third day after my strange discussion with Nathan, I put on a sundress in the morning instead of my jeans. I could tell myself then that it wasn’t Nathan prompting my change in wardrobe, but even I didn’t quite believe that lie. His suggestion teased me till I was anxious, till I was tied up in knots and cold as ice. But when I thawed, when I had released the strangle hold on my mind and was thinking freely again, gentle reminders of his suggestion filtered through and I’d hear the words he’d so casually spoken.


  Reaction formation: that state where a negative reaction becomes so fixed it places an impenetrable barrier between a simple idea and its execution. The reaction is completely out of proportion to the reality of the deed, becoming a raging grizzly when only a playful cub exists. Perhaps if Nathan had not made the suggestion to begin with, I’d have chosen to wear the sundress without even thinking about it; but with the added meaning he’d brought to the garment (and the fact that I was masturbating in ways I’d never had) the dress became a symbol of something more than a ordinary suit of clothes.


  Regardless of the complex psychology behind my dilemma, and its greater meaning in the scheme of my life, the idea of wearing a sundress on the beach completely immobilized me, so that I remained in the beach house, not venturing out at all those previous days. When I woke the third morning however, my anxiety was caught off guard. With the sun streaming into the room, I bolted from the bed fresh and unblemished by nightmares or the memory of dark sex in front of the mirror. The heat of the day was already becoming apparent even as I opened the window to allow the fresh sea breeze to penetrate my closed domain.


  Perhaps the sundress leapt from the closet. Perhaps some other worldly angel reached out with it as I previewed my wardrobe. Whatever it was, I was startled to find myself looking in the mirror at myself with the white, cotton dress hanging loosely about my body. Braless, my nipples poked through the delicate surface lightly. Tracing a finger over them I smiled as I felt a small rush of sensation move from there downward. Feeling a tingling inside my panties I was suddenly one step away from another episode with my aroused body. In the daytime, never! Ending it abruptly, I darted down the stairs to make myself some breakfast. Cory was jumping at my feet all in a titter, as if she was there to short circuit any remaining apprehensions. I let her out the screen door, and seeing her jump a low spot in the rickety fence and dash down the hill to the beach, I grabbed an apple and ran after her. When I finally caught up with sassy mutt, I realized that my horrible travail had ended. Though my stomach was doing anxious flip flops, I could see that I’d made much too much of a simple slip of cloth.


  As I wandered towards the water there was a sweet, brief chill of a breeze that wrapped around my legs and thighs, shooting up underneath the filmy sundress. I could feel skin against skin, my thighs rubbing together delighting in the sensation. I had not been brave enough to discard my underwear too, the thought would have never entered my mind at one time, and yet at that moment, it struck me as a deliciously naughty thing to do… . on another day.


  Without my jeans, even my feet felt more naked as I tripped barefoot down the shore. I wanted to dance along the sand, throw out my arms in ribald joy, though I was still too afraid to be noticed looking silly. The breeze knocked my dress around me. The material against my skin felt prickly. Tingles raced up and down my spine. My mind was engaged again in trying to put the thoughts of sex aside, but for all my attempts to squelch the lurking fantasy, wicked ideas kept popping into my brain. How could such a simple thing make such a difference in the way I felt?


  Feeling was a word that suddenly took on new meaning. It was not the feelings in my gut, the emotions, the retching tearing emotions that I thought I should be feeling, but eroticism bursting from inside me.


  


  I didn’t see Nathan that first day, though apparently he’d seen me.


  He startled me the next day when his uncommon voice reached out from behind, plucking me from my thoughts. I whipped around to face him.


  “Glad to see you took my advice,” was what he said.


  Instantly I felt a surge of sexual arousal run deep in my belly.


  “Me too,” I finally blurted out. I’d wanted to share my new found naturalness with him, but I didn’t know how to express what I was feeling. And his gaze unnerved me. I felt as if he could see right through me, right through my dress, right through to the fantasies that had been occupying my daydreams. I had to remind myself that it was only my imagination putting him in my bedroom days before watching my play before the mirror. He hadn’t been there, though I had the strangest feeling that he knew. “I think you’re right about the clothes … this is much more natural.”


  “But it disturbs you that it’s sexual,” he said.


  I should have been used to this bluntness because it was surely the way he would be if I was to continue this novel relationship. Still I was wary of him. “I suppose you’re right,” I admitted.


  I waltzed up the beach, intending to ignore him as he strolled next to me. I stooped to pick up smooth rocks and broken shells made sparkling by the water and the rays of the sun.


  “The color is so subtle.”


  “It is. Only appears under water,” he noted.


  “Yeah, they turn chalky when they dry, I have a couple bucket’s full on my porch.”


  “If you had any guts you’d go naked altogether,” Nathan commented. His suggestion coming out of the blue was another shock to my sensibilities that precluded a near stranger making such personal comments to a woman.


  “What do you want from me?” I looked up staring into his eyes. “If it’s sex, it’s not going to happen, and I’d just as soon you quit bothering me.”


  He laughed, a full belly laugh that made me blush with embarrassment.


  “I don’t want sex from you Cassandra, if I did, I know better ways to bed a woman than to make her angry and uncomfortable.”


  “Then what’s the obsession with my dress?”


  “You wanted to know how to feel again? I gave you advice. What you do is your choice. You don’t have to read anything into it other than what’s right here. But at least do the job completely and take off your underwear.”


  I clamed up.


  “Suit yourself.”


  I moved up the shoreline and sat down on an outcropping of rock. Nathan sat on a rock some five feet to my right. The breeze off the water kept whipping at us, and I had to hold down my dress to keep it from blowing up in my face. Nathan scrutinized me for some moments.


  “What are you thinking?” I asked.


  “You’re cringing,” he said.


  “Cringing?”


  “Your shoulders, your neck, even your jaw. There’re all tight.”


  He was right, those places in me throbbed, if I paid attention to them. I took two aspirin and forgot them most of the time, but there’d been such a tightening in my jaw that I could feel it nearly all the time. TMJ a doctor at the Institute had told me some months ago.


  “It shows that much?” I asked.


  “I can see it.”


  “Well, I’ll try to relax, I mean that’s what this summer is about, relaxing, being by myself enough to get over the last seven years.”


  “Your last seven years are over,” he said.


  I laughed. “Yes they are, it just takes me some time to get used to the idea.”


  He didn’t reply. So we sat for a while not speaking, though silence at the beach is never real silence for the distant low roar, and the crashing clap of the surf.


  “You want to feel more take off your underwear,” he said as he nodded to me. “Better yet, take off the dress.” He then pulled himself from the stone and walked off as I watched him until he was out of sight.


  Why did I feel so closed when he was around, scrunched up, tied in a knot? By myself again, waves of mild sensuousness were sweeping over me. I wanted to remove my underwear right there and the dress, but I didn’t dare.




  Chapter Four


  


  The phone was ringing when I walked in the door, I raced to pick it up.


  “Xana,” Betsy’s voice was comforting.


  “Hi, I’m glad you called.”


  “You’re sounding strange,” she stated.


  “No, no not at all.” It wasn’t time to confess to her my peculiar feelings, or to admit how my mysterious Nathan was effecting my life. “I thought you were on your way back east?”


  “I am, in the airport in fact, and I just picked up The Chronicle.”


  “So?”


  “You getting the paper these days?”


  “No, why?”


  “That’s best, you wouldn’t want to see this.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Peter.”


  “Yeah …”


  “The society column, Peter Percival at an Institute fund raiser with Daphne Reynolds on his arm.”


  “Really.” I couldn’t feel a thing, except some rambling agitation in my abdomen. It wasn’t emotional it was something else.


  “This calls her his fiancee.”


  “Fiancee?” I gasped in disbelief. That was a shock. The ass! How he’d been going on about there being no one but me.


  “I know you didn’t know, and you don’t care, but … seems his crap about being faithful may well have been a fib.”


  “So, am I suppose to feel like the woman scorned? After all I did leave him.”


  “I didn’t want you to be taken by surprise.”


  “Thanks. So you’re leaving tonight?”


  “In fifteen minutes, I gotta run. You are okay with this?”


  “Completely. I told you, I can’t feel a thing, I still can’t. Peter’s a speck I’m dusting off my sleeve.”


  “I’ll call you when I get to New York hon, you take care.”


  “I promise, so do you.”


  The phone clicked.


  I lied to her about feeling nothing, I suppose because it was neither sadness, nor hurt that lingered in me after the revelation. This was something far more petty than hurt or sadness, which could be considered noble emotions.


  What I felt was simple jealousy. For some absurd reason I missed the notoriety of being Peter’s wife, the social press, the cheery lit evenings with people gathered around us as they gazed at his charming eyes and basked in his witty repartee, as if it were foreplay. Peter with Daphne on his arm reminded me of that. It was Peter’s most animated time, when he was the dashing doctor able to conquer any hovering neurosis or inexplicable psychosis like a psychiatric Superman. I was mesmerized by it always. Married to him, I went home a hundred nights thinking that Peter would become the lover hidden behind the spirited eyes, or if not that, at least the kind friend his magnanimous public persona implied. It never happened.


  Daphne. I thought she was smarter. I thought she’d matured from the wide-eyed student that worshipped at his feet. I guess women have to learn their own lessons.


  She looked like me.


  She talked like me.


  She had the same basket of obsessions and hang-ups and female delusions as me. She did have a better pedigree, more money, a more elegant name, and striking good looks that were so well polished that she could have easily stepped from the pages of Vogue.


  Peter would like that. (He’d told me six months before we separated that I was getting sloppy.) But Daphne, all important things considered, was really no different than me; and she’d die hanging on to Peter’s arm. I could have felt sad for her except that it was kind of funny.


  I’m glad Betsy called to tell me. This put the finishing touches on the ending, packaged it up right nicely, knowing that Peter was not going to whimper over me.


  I wondered days before why Nathan so brusquely cast off my seven years. I now knew why.


  


  “He has a fiancee,” I told my beach friend two days later.


  “So.”


  “So, why does it bother me?” I wondered aloud. I deliberated with him as if he were a confident as close as Betsy. In his objective detachment, I’d decided that I could tell this man anything and he’d respond without judgment, offering me a view from a different vista. “I don’t feel anything for him, and it’s not jealousy for Daphne, but then maybe it is … but I don’t understand why. Thinking of being at his side makes me want to puke.” I cringed deliberately to emphasize my point. “The emptiness … Why the hell does it bother me?”


  I looked Nathan in the eye. He was often at the outcropping of rock, or passing by when I was there. We were almost meeting daily, though without any plan or intention to. When he stared back impassively it was frustrating. I knew he was thinking something.


  “Why’s this bothering me?” I repeated.


  He stared me down with impassive eyes, there were years of wrinkles around them and the deep tan of his skin made me wonder if he was Indian.


  “Your soap opera mentality,” he finally said.


  “What?”


  “You’re dying to be emotional about a man you have no feeling for. With your natural theatrical disposition I’m surprised you haven’t been hysterical about your break-up.”


  “I told you, I feel nothing.”


  “Of course you don’t, there’s nothing to feel. Emotions are not what this is about.”


  “If it isn’t about feeling, what is it about?” I asked.


  “Lust.”


  “Lust?” I laughed. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Of course I am.”


  “If you’d been present in our bedroom for the last seven years I’m sure you’d change your mind about that.”


  “This isn’t about the bedroom, it’s about what arouses you. Peter can charm the pants off of anyone he lays his eyes on … am I right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And he’s charming Daphne now?”


  “Yes.”


  “And that reminds you of when you fell in love with him, and all his charms.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” I admitted. “There always was a princess in me that wanted to swoon over the dashing knight, that wanted to be swept up like Cinderella on Prince Charming’s steed. And Peter was perfect …”


  “How long did you live in awe of him,” Nathan asked.


  I wondered back in time. There was a split, a time when I loved him and a time when I felt nothing, though I don’t remember a defining moment that separated the two periods. “About six months I guess.”


  He shook his head as though he pitied me. “Forget about him,” Nathan declared. “Even the lust.”


  “But what if I can’t?” Admitting it was lust was a great discovery, but I didn’t know what to do with it. I didn’t want to feel anything sexual about Peter. The thought was totally absurd.


  “You could get into it and live it out.”


  The puzzlement showed on my face.


  “You fantasize, don’t you? I imagine you’re very good at it. Fantasize about Peter, get into it with your whole cunt. Make love to him in mind, unravel the whole odyssey.”


  “You mean exorcise him?”


  “In a manner of speaking. See what happens.”


  


  Once suggested, the thought of making Peter Percival the centerpiece of an erotic fantasy wouldn’t let go. I was afraid to think of him, assuming that would be obsessing, holding on, driving me deeper into an impossible despair. But Nathan suggested this treatment as some sort of exorcism, as a way to release. The idea was novel, and by the time I’d thought through the whole thing in my mind several dozen times, I was so obsessed with lust for Peter that I couldn’t escape the inevitable interlude. That excursion began when I was in the shower late one afternoon. Sexual thoughts had been creeping in all day long. Washing myself between my legs reminded me that I was feeling aroused. I thought of Peter walking in on me, so I’d see him through steamy glass, his firm naked torso, slim hips and his limp penis bobbing softly between his legs. A sudden lurch in my belly turned into something stronger, a fierce pang of need replacing what had been an ever present desire since Nathan gave me this unusual assignment.


  I forward leaned into the back wall of the shower, the water pelting me from one side, my back to the door. My imagination suggested that Peter initiated this act, requiring my submission. As he climbed into the shower behind me, I sensed his hands running over my wet skin, one hand in particular firmly grabbing the flesh of my behind, squeezing roughly. Fingers moving between the crack of my ass, plunged low at first, to find another kind of wetness in my center. Used to lubricate that higher entry, I imagined him prodding my ass with his fingers, a desire of mine, deep-seated, it had never been mentioned between us, just used in fantasy occasionally when I wanted to get off quick in the middle of the night.


  In my daydream exorcism, Peter was bold, boldly pressing his several fingers into the tight, ungiving space. And I was surrendering, each zealous stroke making me yield more. If I didn’t yield, I might scream from the shooting pains that would have resulted. On the shelf inside the shower I spied a bottle of soap resting there. Thin and smooth enough to use as a dildo? I wondered only a few seconds. Peter wouldn’t have needed this, the fearless Peter of my fantasy would have his cock in me. But the bottle would have to do for my reality. I worked my ass with my own fingers as I imagined Peter’s hand still there. Finding three fit there easily, cream, water and female juice made the entry easy. If that place in me could speak it was asking for more. Once opened wide, I replaced my fingers with the waiting bottle, the hard-surfaced cylinder cautiously inserted into my ass.


  Feet spread, head resting on the cold tile, one hand at my cunt, the other ramming the bottle in my behind, I thought of Peter the entire time I fucked myself. Hard, ruthless and demanding, I craved the satisfaction of being victimized this way. Taken, used and brutalized, my mind went crazy with the crazy thought of my passionless husband violating me, while I loved each precious second.


  At the edge I pressed the bottle as deeply as I dared, and brought the orgasm to its finish, my muscles spasming, squeezing hard. Peter in me didn’t stop until he’d ejaculated, and neither did I stop the fucking until, in my fantasy, the man I hated was finished using me. He’d grunt, not scream, if he’d been there. And withdrawing his prick from my rear orifice, he’d rap the hard thing against my ass and leave without a word.


  Breathing hard, slumped against the tile, the water on me ran cold, the chill so like it would have been if I’d emerged from the shower to see my husband impassively wiping down his naked flesh, his erection limp. Not one instant of affection appeared in my imaginings. I admit I tried adding that to the fantasy that Nathan required of me. But then, that wasn’t really what I wanted from Peter and never had. It was the passion, the crude, demanding carnal passions of sex that I’d needed but had never known.


  


  ***


  


  The day after my shower with Peter, I woke with the sun beating down on my bare thighs. The bed was in the back of room where the morning light would brighten my eyes immediately on waking. I’d had to move it there when I moved into the house that June, just as I had to change all the furniture with Peter gone. I hated his formal, overly practical sense of placement, like the bed being pushed into the corner where it was always in the shaded shadows of the room. I don’t think Peter liked the sun.


  This morning, the warmth across my legs seared them. The sumptuous feeling was so explicit I was immediately wriggling inside my body. I rubbed myself against the sheets, my nightgown rising about my waist. The covers twisted around me acted like a caressing lover. But after the self-sex the day before, I wasn’t ready to trip down that path again. And then too, morning was no time for re-enacting a ritual orgasm.


  Rising, I went to the closet and took out another sundress. Funny that I had so many hanging there and had never worn them. I wondered why I’d bought them in the first place. Had my psyche anticipated this change in consciousness? Fueled by my lust left over from the day before, I decided to take the next scandalous step, shy of going naked altogether. Leaving my underwear in the drawer, I tripped out of the house toward the beach for my morning walk with Cory.


  In the breeze along the beach, I relished the way the skirt got stuck in my rear, the way it floated between my legs, the way I could see the soft wisps of brown hair through the off-white fabric. That made me shiver. In such a short time I’d raised the ante in the game I was playing with myself, the ‘sexual arousal feeling game”. I couldn’t help but enjoy the liberation, those curious sensations dashing in and through the corners of my body. Jolts, like pieces of lightening darted here and there in my abdomen. Splashing rushes ebbed and flowed like tides washing up on the shore. And when those inner tides receded, I strained to get them back, wondering if I’d lost the quickening that was appearing out of no where. It disturbed me that I couldn’t hang on to the sexuality every moment.


  Perhaps at some point I could control what seemed as much a part of my body as my skin. So elusive, I chased sensations the way Cory chased the tides. Unpredictable, this energy charging through me seemed like a tempest; but like Caliban’s brew, too savage for me to welcome with my whole heart. It threatened my peace and quiet, the well ordered calm I’d manufactured to heal me from Peter’s emptiness. It disturbed me, frightened me, wickedly taunted me. Maybe that was my answer. Maybe that was why the feeling came and went so unpredictably. I was scared of it.


  And yet, I couldn’t argue with the fact that I felt more alive than I’d felt in years. It was just a little nakedness, that wasn’t really nakedness at all, but a scandalous flirtation, and the uptight conventions to which I’d been so bound seemed to loosen the spigot of bodily sensations.


  It didn’t matter to me that I didn’t talk to Nathan for nearly a week after that first romp on the beach in nothing but my shear sundress. I thought of him approving of my wantonness. Approving of my exorcism of Peter. I blushed to myself wondering if I had the courage to tell the tale to him. Though as a few days passed after my shower dalliance with the bottle prick, the excitement for that revelation became less acute.


  For several days I roamed carefree on the beach with Cory. Twice I sat with my bottom bared against the cliff rocks where I liked to read, the full skirt billowing around me like a sheet. I turned the cool rock warm with the warmth of my insides exuding from my between my legs. And then one day, out for my early morning walk, I stared into the sunlight to find Nathan looking down at me from the cliff. When I’d seen him in that place before, staring out to the horizon, I knew that he wasn’t seeing me. This time, I was certain that his eyes were fixed on the movement of my body as I moved along the sand.


  I waved.


  “Hello!” I called.


  I wasn’t close enough to see him smile, but I imagined that he was grinning, just as I imagined that he knew I’d followed his instructions, somehow able to see underneath my dress. I imagined that he smiled before he turned and disappeared over the top of the rise.




  Chapter Five


  


  “Xana,” Peter said, when I picked up the phone and answered “hello”.


  “Peter?” I was surprised to hear his voice.


  It was July, already six weeks at the beach. I wanted it to go on forever.


  “Happy Birthday,” he said.


  “Oh, yes, that is next week, isn’t it?”


  “I wouldn’t forget.”


  “Really.” He had some motive behind the call, he had to. I listened for his typical gloating tone.


  “I suspect we’ll need to remember these things, by fall we should be used to this and be able to work together again.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “I think we should be able to handle the new arrangement if you want to come back now.”


  “I’m not going back to the Institute,” I said, surprised that he’d even mention the possibility.


  “Xana …” he droned in patronizing exasperation.


  “Ever,” I added emphatically.


  “But there’s a plum position open. I immediately thought of you when it became available.”


  I was silent on the other end.


  “Children’s Program Coordinator. You wanted that didn’t you?”


  He sounded so triumphant, delivering me exactly what he knew I couldn’t turn down. Why was he giving this to me now, when he wouldn’t when I was his wife? I was sweating, clammy palmed, and beginning to shiver cold as ice. I hadn’t remembered feeling cold for days now, at least not as much as what gripped me at this moment.


  “You really want me around you and Daphne?”


  “It shouldn’t matter. This is what you wanted, and I’ve gotten on with my life, why shouldn’t we be adult about it?”


  “I don’t feel much like an adult Peter … I’m sure I wouldn’t fit in.”


  “You’re just going through an adjustment phase.”


  “And you’re going through a condescending one.” God! that felt good, one of the few snappy retorts to his patronizing sing-song I’d managed to actually speak. But why was I shivering? I thought my voice was caught in my throat, and before long I’d be shrieking. Damn! He was the last person I wanted to shriek for. Here I’d thought I was so far along with this new me and yet I was shaken limb to limb.


  “I’ll call you when you’re in a better mood,” he said with a sigh.


  “I’m not in a worse mood, Peter. Take me at my word, I’m not coming back, and frankly I don’t see why you even want me.”


  He wanted to gloat. And prove to the world that he was so remarkably together that he could handle a new wife and an old one at the same time. I was not about to fit into his plans.


  


  I raced down the beach after Peter called, running wildly at the surf’s edge until I could hardly breath and my legs ached. Then I turned and walked back again, and pushed myself up to the top of the cliff, deliberately choosing the roughest path I could find. I wanted to be exhausted. I reached the top of the steep climb to meet Nathan’s eyes looking down at me. When I pulled myself to standing, he was inches from my nose, face to face. We were, to my surprise the same height, though I felt dwarfed by the immensity of his bearing, that aspect of him that surrounded him with a measurable aura. I don’t like the idea of auras since I can’t see them, if in fact they exist at all; yet there seems to be something around certain people who generate more than what the eye can see. Nathan was one of those unusual people.


  I looked down to notice his arms, sinewy ones. Ball players instantly came to mind. I could imagine the leather covered orb with red laces held gingerly in his hand. I saw that his arms were tanned just like his face, large and masculine in a way that Peter’s never were. I would have shirked away from him, but I would have stumbled down the hill behind me. Already my footing was tentative at the edge of the sandy cliff.


  He stepped back so that I could step forward, though I remained trapped on that small sliver of the bluff.


  “I’m pissed,” I said, out of breath. For some reason I felt I needed to defend myself.


  “So I see.”


  He reached out and placed his hand on my stomach, and shook his head. “This doesn’t matter,” he said of my throbbing stomach where the emotions resided.


  “I’m hot, I’ve been running.”


  “But not for the right reasons.”


  “How could you know that?” I didn’t want him telling me anything at the moment. I wanted to dart past him but the act would be too deliberate. I didn’t feel like facing his queries, or his observations. But then, his hand moved down and clutched my crotch.


  “Here’s where you belong, Cassandra. You were never meant to be an emotional woman, so don’t bother.”


  I looked down to see his palm at my cunt, holding it firmly in his large handsome hand. An electric jolt shot through me. I battled to keep from moving against him, oddly not offended by the rude familiarity. Just stunned.


  He squeezed me so it hurt.


  “Please,” I tried to jerk away, but he held on. His face, his lips so close to my face and lips … but there was no kiss offered me. I realized that I was going no where, physically and psychically pinned to that spot of ground, the capture was complete. The calm in Nathan’s presence calmed me, and I relaxed, my breath easing. Noting that I’d relinquished my fright and indignation, that strong hand began massaging my crotch through the thin material of my dress. As if there were no clothes there at all, he rubbed deep to find me wet between my legs, the wetness more apparent the more he worked me there. Little by little he drew the fabric up until he finally reached the hemline. The warmth of his palm, his naked skin to my naked skin, made me think I’d orgasm there in his impassioned grasp.


  “Nathan no …” I murmured softly, though my head was falling against his firm shoulder. So like granite. He was cradling me, bringing me off with my body burning so hot I wanted to rip away the dress and let him have me fully bared. I can’t describe the action of his fingers, how they probed, though I know they did so deeply. I can only be sure that he was determinedly fondling both nether portals, fingers in each.


  I waited for kisses, but they did not come. Instead I heard his voice scold me, “forget everything but what you’re feeling now.”


  “I can’t,” I was about to say, the protest a meaningless one, rising out of useless propriety, that should have been far from my mind, like discarded rock on the beach below.


  He heard the silent objection, and used that as an excuse to molest me more vigorously. “Don’t fight, Cassandra,” I heard his words. Whether they were spoken or not, I heard them. “Relax and let it go.”


  Tears streamed down my face as a wall of past rage seemed to disappear before my inner eyes. Sweeping through me the sweetest orgasm caused me to moan audibly and then turn enough so that I was truly in his arms chest to chest, his hand still at my crotch, bucking against me as hard as he might if we were together in bed.


  His hand withdrawn, the skirt of the dress dropped around my knees. The glistening fingers he wiped against the fabric at my thighs.


  “You should spend hours here on this beach naked, letting the waters come for your cunt, letting the sand creep inside theses places.” His hand was at my crotch again, gently. “Your ass, your breasts, your cunt need the exposure to the elements, need something rubbed against the skin, need a little brutality to quell the storm in here. He moved to my slightly rounded belly that felt full of energy, a pent-up stew of power I’d never honored in myself. “You’re not an emotional woman, Cassandra, you belong in your cunt.”


  I was beginning to understand what he meant.


  Nathan left me standing on that cliff, away from the edge just enough so that I wouldn’t swoon and teeter off. He disappeared from me so swiftly I was beginning to wonder if he’d been there at all, or had been an apparition, appearing as he had within the walls of my house, when I’d made love before the mirror and fucked Peter in the bath.


  Looking down, I saw Cory racing toward me up the embankment an exhilarating smile on that sweet canine face. “You sweet pup,” I purred to her, leaning down so she could lick my face. Looking over my shoulder I thought that Nathan might be there gazing at me. Though he had disappeared, I knew he’d return to me soon.


  I belong in my cunt … not an emotional woman … ? His words soothed me, realizing that I didn’t have to try mourning anymore. There was just no sign of grief in me, and the emptiness was being filled by something real.


  


  ***


  


  Though I’d met him several times, Nathan remained the mysterious man on the beach. I often wondered who he really was. Something made me think that I should spend some time finding out, especially if I was going to make love to him, if that’s what you could call our last meeting on the cliff.


  Though we had been intimate, I still didn’t think of him as a lover, but I couldn’t deny that he’d had a remarkable impact on me that was not likely to suddenly cease.


  In town, I asked my one friend, the librarian, Ellen. Since the beach house had been a vacation spot, I’d made no effort getting to know neighbors, though I had spent some time in the library finding things to read on nights when there was nothing else to do and Peter was playing with his Institute papers.


  The day I burst through the library door I was wearing a sundress, now my favorite attire for the fast moving summer. Anything more than a thin veil between me and the elements was extraneous. Though for town I was more discreet, tossing a red dress over my nakedness so no one could see through the fabric.


  “Do you know that fellow Nathan, lives out by my house? I’d never seen him until this summer, but he talks like he’s been around some time.”


  “Nathan?” she questioned me. “No, I can’t say … but maybe I’ve heard of him. You say near your house?”


  “Yes. My height, very tan, he could be Native American. Startling eyes, very startling.”


  She looked at me as if she saw romantic intentions in my mind; if only she knew what was prompting my visit, I’m sure it would challenge every virtue the woman held dear.


  “You say his name’s Nathan?”


  “He knows his way around the beach, says he has a little house north of mine.”


  “Well you’ve got me, but if he’s a live one, don’t give him up. There’s a dearth of good-looking, eligible men around here, that is ones that aren’t “snakes from the city.” Ellen didn’t like the city much, nor the people associated with it. She did like me, but I spent time with her, instead of just having her stamp my books.


  


  I asked Audrey at the cafe, the redhead that got around in all the blue collar circles of the beach community. Perhaps Nathan fit that social strata.


  “Nathan?” I watched her lips purse and her brow wrinkle up creating lines across her forehead. Her gum smelled like stale peppermint. “Naw, can’t say I’ve ever seen the man, but there are guys that kinda live at the fringes, you know you get all types in a town like this, sorta a real melting pot, don’t you think? How about some cherry pie?” She knew that was my favorite.


  “No thanks, Audrey, so could you ask around? I’m really beginning to wonder.”


  “Hey, if he’s a nice guy, what’s the problem?”


  “He’s a little strange, mysterious.”


  “Nuthin’ wrong with that, is there?” she said waltzing away.


  She brought me a piece of cherry pie.


  


  A few days after my trip to town, I saw Nathan from the window of the sun porch. He was standing in the spot where we often met almost as if he was waiting for me. I wondered about his habits, his uncanny intuition, and the raw daring that allowed him to impose himself on me the way he did. He was never the kind of man I’d pick to love, but then again, I’d never met anyone like him. Safe. He felt so safe, even though I knew nothing of him, who he was, or where he came from, and for that matter his real intentions toward me.


  At last, unable to contain myself, I dashed out the door intending to confront him. Even with the damp fog chilling my arms, I was hot and out of breath when I reached him.


  “Good afternoon, Cassandra,” he said as I approached.


  “Nathan.” I nodded to him, trying to keep my perspective about me.


  “It’s probably too cold for a sundress today, you should be in jeans.” He observed the way I was dressed, and how I’d begun to shiver.


  Did he want me to laugh at his joke? He didn’t indicate so by his expression.


  “Listen, I’ve got to know some things.”


  “Oh? And what are those?”


  “Like who you are.”


  He looked at me not at all surprised by the question, though I didn’t expect anything different. I think I could have told him that the world was blowing up in ten seconds and he wouldn’t have been phased. He didn’t reply right away, but continued to stare for some time at the crashing surf. When he turned back, he looked at me so intently that I couldn’t move, or speak. I thought I was frozen. Even so, I had to shake it off; I was resolved to stay there and hear his answer, see if I could figure out what kind of relationship we had. Why was he was acting like a psychiatrist to my neuroses, like a priest, counselor and guru all in the same instant?


  “Are you accusing me of something?” he finally asked.


  “No.” I shook my head. “I just want to know who you are and why you’re in my life. Why are you grabbing my crotch, bringing me off, telling me to wear sundresses and take off my underwear … I want to know what you want from me. Is that too much to ask?”


  He smiled. He had a broad mouth that smiled well. And with his eyes he seemed to wrap me in a gentle cocoon of affection, as if he loved me. I’d never before felt what I felt at that instant. It occurred to me in the random thoughts that raced through my mind, that Nathan could exude from his eyes all manner of feeling, that he could masterfully tune his look to his words whether they be short and curt, gentle and loving, or—though I’d never seen him angry—enraged and malevolent. Indeed, I was certain that he could emote any kind of emotion imaginable. The way I thought of him, I was envisioning a con man not a normal man, what sort of devil was he? That was exactly the question I was asking him to answer.


  “You brought me to you Cassandra, because you needed my help.”


  “You’re not answering my question,” I charged.


  “Do you trust me?”


  I thought I shouldn’t; that’s why this probe, but I couldn’t say no, because that wasn’t true. “I do trust you,” I finally admitted when I couldn’t swallow the words any longer, “but don’t you find it strange that we’re meeting this way, talking, and …”


  “Is that not what friends do?”


  “Yes, but … “


  “I see in you things you don’t see in yourself, and if I’m not mistaken, your whole purpose for this summer’s stay at the beach is to find that person you lost in your marriage. It would be like a friend to help another friend discover themselves.” He raised his eyebrows looking for my agreement.


  “But does a friend take the sexual liberties you have with me and still call it friendship?”


  “Do you want more than friendship, Cassandra?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “I know you so well Cassandra, just by looking at you. I read your energies like the pages of a book.”


  “And how do you do that?” I shook my head, puzzled by his words, though I didn’t doubt his capability of knowing me. “How do you presume to know me, and know what I need?”


  “You want to know what credentials allow me to comment on your complex state of psychic woe?”


  A zillion thoughts appeared all at once. I was forming questions in my head and answering them in the same instant, moving through an entire conversation with myself and Nathan that was at last complete without saying a word. It ended with my acknowledgment that it wasn’t necessary to have credentials at all to understand people, it just took understanding, a gift. I believed it was a gift, unlike the system of analysis that Peter used to counsel people, and had so meticulously taught to me and a host of other psychiatric interns and psychologists at his Institute. I’d concluded over the last few months that Peter’s precious system didn’t work, since with all his fine system in place, he still didn’t know his own wife.


  “Credentials aren’t important,” I relinquished. I had the distinct feeling that Nathan had taken the journey with me in my mind, through all the questions and answers that led to my conclusion.


  “Come here, you’re cold,” he said. He pulled me to him and rubbed my arms with hands that were hot as they touched me. I hadn’t realized how the elements had made me numb. And yet, the more I allowed myself to feel his warming touch, the more I thawed, the more grateful my insides were to receive the affection he gave.


  From the beach to the cliffs we walked arm in arm. North from the cliffs we hiked on paths that wound around through the shoreline grasses and down a gentle slope where there was a tiny cottage tucked between rocks and dunes.


  “This is where you live?”


  “My home,” he said, opening the door for us. I thought I should tuck my head to clear the entry. Though it was high enough to easily pass through; it was the impression I had of this space that made it appear small. Inside I discovered that the warmth exuding from my guru lover was as apparent in his private space as it was coming from him. The handmade home, crafted of rugged wood contained only the necessary elements to sustain life, a stove, simple table and chairs, small refrigerator and nestled in the corner, a bed covered with a down comforter. Though I might have studied the quaint room for some time, that was not Nathan’s intention for my visit inside his welcoming sphere.


  We moved to the bed without wasting time. My dress easily removed up over my head, Nathan saw me naked for the first time, though there was hardly a need for him to stare since he’d so often stripped me in his mind, or viewed me as if my attire was as invisible as the Emperor’s new clothes.


  Nathan’s hands began their exploration as passionate as any lover that I’d ever known. And though I’d been with few men, I knew that his caresses were extraordinary. Like being cradled, nurtured, aroused and captured by a ruthless pirate, the sensations consumed me with such completeness it was difficult to tell where our two bodies were not irrevocably joined. Nathan disappeared into my flesh and I into his. I don’t recall when his clothes were removed or how they were flung to the floor, I only remember waking from the stupor of those first embraces, lying naked with him on his bed, feeling the potency of his manhood springing free from his groin, quick to impale me.


  He demanded my flesh turn hot, that it give back with the same ardent furor with which he gave to me. Arms surrounding, loins locked, lips dancing lightly then pressing like lost lovers reuniting, all this accomplished so easily. When I was still thinking of us as strangers it was obvious that we were not.


  On top of him, my ass in his hands, he pulled my hips into his and drove his hard penis deep. His hands moving to my breasts grabbed them both, nipples pinched in the same determined gesture, and I screamed feeling shots of sexual pain leap through fissures, valleys and tributaries inside my flesh. When I tried shaking him off, backing away from the vehement assault for fear that I couldn’t handle all he poured into me in fervor and lust, he allowed none of that. Gentleness issuing from his commanding hands required my submission as he’d required it of me on the beach. Surrendering took some time, though Nathan’s patience was inexhaustible. With his expectations of me beyond my presumed ability to perform, I performed in spite of the part of me that screamed to stop.


  Pushed down to his groin, I buried my face in his genitals, and allowed my mouth to consume the hard erection, my lips to dance across its smooth head and my jaw to suck the sweetness from the healthy stalk. Nose burrowing into the musky fragrance, I kissed his balls, licked the salty skin along his crevices and found my fingers grabbing for his essence as if I’d discovered diamonds in a mine deep within the earth.


  To my crotch his mouth became a lover longed for. As his tongue greedily lapped my flowing juice, he seemed to memorize all the tiniest details of my physical response so he could return to those treasured acts and draw the sensations from me over and over, making each one build on the one before. Teething my labia, sucking my clitoris, pulling at the folds and crevices my body begged for more. My groin bucked into his face to feel the orgasm wash over and through me again and again.


  An afternoon of one climax after another, both Nathan’s and mine, I believed myself wedded utterly to him when we finally stopped long enough to breath the ocean air, relaxed and easy.


  For a long time I lay on his bed getting used to the commotion that remained in me, darting in and out like an anxious devil reminding me where I’d just been. Regaining some sense of reality, I could see the shadows on his walls creep low as the day outside dwindled. When my consciousness had a moment to inspect the cottage, I watched Nathan, naked, puttering about his small kitchen, squeezing oranges into a glass. Turning back to me, he fed the fresh juice to me like I was a child.


  “Tonight, I bind you to the bed, let you sleep captured, see how that liberates your bound energies.”


  “You say I’m still bound up?” I queried him.


  “So much,” he said, pressing his hand to my belly. I could feel another small explosion erupt within.


  “But tied up all night?” The thought petrified me.


  “Maybe for days,” he advised me. There was no mirth in his expression, rather stone, cold serious.


  “But Cory?”


  “Cory’s here, I’ll take care of her.”


  There was no need to object further, because he’d answer every one of my protests with a even-tempered reply, and I’d lose every argument knowing that I didn’t want to win.


  But tied? Bound all night?


  


  He accomplished the act with ropes, gently wrapped about my wrists not tight enough to hurt, but tight enough to remain secure. And my feet likewise spread apart were affixed to the opposite ends of his bed, to the hand-carved posts that rose above me like enormous candle sticks.


  “You have a liking for foreign objects in your private spaces,” he remarked, half a question, half a statement of fact.


  I didn’t reply, my eyes being fascinated by the way he moved about the cottage searching for what he wanted.


  “Bottles make good dildoes, don’t they?” he said, as he pulled out a fat cylinder, and began using the sturdy bottle as a dildo inside my cunt. Too long to fit completely inside me, he had to tether it with more ropes that wrapped about my waist and were then drawn between my legs to secure it in place. “I should do this to your ass as well,” he said.


  My eyes grew wide, more fear.


  He smiled then.


  “I’m not a brute.”


  “But then what are you?”


  He looked at me uncharacteristically nonplused. “Your lover, if you like, your very dominant lover. You’ll have me until you learn to released the belly full of lust you bury so well.”


  Bound as I was, he left me. Walked out the door as if he’d be gone for hours and I was left to wonder just how long I’d remain alone and tethered to his bed, shivering with fear.




  Chapter Six


  


  After two days at Nathan’s mercy, my own bed welcomed me, even though I was surprised to be missing the rude one in my lover/guru’s cottage. Memories swarmed through my mind, how I was tied to the posters of the broad pallet, made to lie there immobile while I slept the night. He left me for several hours to the musings of my anxious brain cells that flew between fear, comfort and desire: fear because there was a small piece of me that refused to trust my mysterious benefactor; comfort because being bound and unable to move left me in a decisionless vacuum; and desire because as I drifted inside myself, I found the desire to surrender drawing me further and further inside—until that point where I ran into the fear of losing myself completely.


  I fell asleep before Nathan returned. It surprised me that I could let go my worries enough to welcome slumber. Inside that gentle state, I dreamt vivid dreams as if my mind had been altered with drugs. Pictures of me appeared where I’d become a whore plying my trade on the streets wearing low cut lycra and thigh-high skirts. Hair teased, make-up like a show girl, and five inch heels adorning my feet, I egged men on until the dream changed and I’d become the stage show for a room of sex-hungry men. Their descent on me led to mindless generosity as I allowed my body to be used for a steady stream of paying customers. Each deposited coins inside a bag tied to my waist, and then honored me with a ritual kiss to my clitoris before their erection took its pleasure, whether at my ass, or mouth or cunt.


  Waking from the dream in a cold sweat, I realized that I was orgasming on the bottle still lodged inside me. Nathan was between my legs prodding the thing with his hand, only to pull it from me once the orgasm died off and press its small opening against my sphincter until it gave way, the broader cylinder then shoved up my rear.


  I screamed. The pain was sharp.


  But he remained relentless. His powerful hands laid against that violated part of me eased the angry tension and the pain ceased. Forcing the bottle further still, that imitation prick produced a shower of sparks that flew in colors before my closed eyes. When I opened them again, it was to see Nathan with a second, slimmer bottle in one hand, a peach in the other. The ripe peach was shoved between my teeth, the fragrance of it filling my head with the delicious aroma, while the juice from the fruit slid down my throat, and drops of sticky liquid ran down my cheek to my neck.


  Nathan bottle fucked me with that second, slimmer bottle, one hard surface hitting the other; though being as juicy down below as I was above, both bottles moved easily. So widely stretched, so full, so forcefully debauched, I asked for more and he gave it to me. My voice beyond the peach cried mirthfully one second, in agony the next. Perhaps it was just my inner voice responding, I can’t be certain, but I have the distinct impression that the eager cries of glee sounded to Nathan’s ears the same as my woeful cries of distress.


  After the orgasms vanished, I remained bound, still holding the bottles within me, the peach still gagging my mouth. Before I dozed however, all the foreign objects were removed so I slumbered peacefully. And the next time I woke, it was Nathan’s penis screwing me. I cried helplessly because I couldn’t put my arms around his shoulders or draw my legs into my chest so his erection could drive the depths it had before. It was obvious however, even to my half-conscious mind that his purpose was different for this copulation. Slow and steady, as though he could go on all night, he drew the organ in and out. For a time, a long time, he stared down at my eyes while his hands held my bound hands above. The intensity of his black eyes and the firmness of his silent mouth suggested that I was being fucked by something more than just a man, by something both primal and spiritual, if that was even possible. I have no memory of how long his erection pummeled me, but with each stroke another wave of sensation moved through my body, from my center and proceeding out through my fingertips and my toes. On an orgasmic pinnacle, when I felt Nathan’s powerful surge, I knew that he’d climaxed and my prolonged orgasm was coming to a gentle end. Though he continued to move in me for some minutes, I was sure the session under his domination was complete. When I woke for a third time, my hands and feet had been untied, and Nathan was sleeping naked behind me, the heat of his body all the blanket I needed against the morning chill.


  


  I wore my sundress home with a coat of Nathan’s thrown over my shoulders to ward off the brisk ocean air. He walked with me but only to the porch. No kiss, just his loving eyes bade me good-bye.


  “You’ll come inside for tea?” I asked him.


  “No, that is your domain not mine,” he said.


  That made me think he was magical and he’d disappear if he tried to step too far into my reality. I wanted to talk to him about my night in the cottage but I remained as silent as he was. I suppose I wasn’t ready yet to speak of it. The forced submission was something to consider quietly with my inner angels, if there were angels to consult. Perhaps it was just necessary to be at peace for a while and let my heart speak and my lust respond. At another time in my life, I would have been ashamed of myself, but I put all shame aside. As detestable as the picture of my violated body might appear to me by the light the day, I decided this time not to condemn the act, and even let the remembrance of it linger as a heady feast for my consideration.


  


  There was an interval of several days between my first visit to Nathan’s cottage and the next. I saw him on the beach twice without going there again. Timidly speaking to him the first time, I asked him questions that could not go unanswered. The most obvious question, “Why?”


  “How many times do I need to explain that you need to release,” he replied. “Your submission was a good start.”


  “And I have more to release?”


  A faint snicker appear on his face. “Much.”


  “When will we be together again?” I asked. My body was already aroused as we sat on our low flat rock face to face.


  “When you’re ready.”


  “And I’m not now?”


  “The fact that you question suggests that you’re not.”


  “I don’t like your answers,” I told him, thinking that he was keeping the satisfaction I was beginning to desire just two steps from me, in his control.


  “Then don’t ask the questions,” he replied simply.


  Just as I was about to speak again, he was gone, leaving me with longing but too much uncertainty to act on that feeling.


  


  The next time we met, the encounter was briefer still. Walking Cory, throwing a stick into the water for her retrieve, I was accosted by Nathan from behind. His hands on my shoulders held them tight.


  “You need to be careful, not to let yourself slip backwards into the old you,” he cautioned me.


  I knew exactly what he meant, since there were times during the day I felt creepy inside only to realize that the exuberant sexual spirit he’d awakened in me was taking a back seat to the woman cluttered by the facts of a divorce, and an ex-husband, and a life that had no future, just an incredibly fickle present.


  Before I could stop him, Nathan had pulled my dress up over my head, leaving me naked on the beach.


  “I think I’ll keep this, let’s see how you fare in your natural state.”


  Leaving me shocked and more than slightly embarrassed, I watched him saunter off, seeing a jocular attitude. He was mocking me. My first thought was to scamper to the bushes on the bluff, and with a furtive eye look to see if I had been discovered before I could dash to the safety of my house. But then, as if something outside me touched me with a calming hand, I started to feel the scandalous happiness that my nakedness provoked. The sun on my skin was glorious, and for a while I lay chest down on the sand, snuggling my pubis into the ground, letting the vibrations of the earth rock me from below while the rays from above increased the heat. When I thought I couldn’t stand it any longer, I took my lust into the ocean, allowing the surrounding waters to tickle me between the legs, and then in deeper water caress my loins until a climax was just a few strokes of my pussy away. One foot entangled in the seaweed let those exotic fronds frolic with my impending orgasm. Then, too overwhelmed by lust to stop the possible exhibition, I lay on my back at the water’s edge and played with myself, writhing with the mood of the dancing surf, until every wave of delight had ripped through my loins and the energy was returned to its source with pleasure.


  I giggled to myself when it was over, called for Cory who was a half mile down the beach, and then raced toward the house, sure that no one had seen me get-off, but not ready to face anyone if they had.


  


  Betsy called that night.


  “You’re sounding different, luv. Something sparking your enthusiasm?”


  “I didn’t realize I sounded different at all,” I replied. “But then that would be hard to tell from my point of view.”


  I could sense her snicker on the other end of the phone. “It must be a man,” she concluded. “That Nathan fellow perhaps?”


  How could I lie.


  “Is he any good in bed?” she asked before I could answer.


  “It’s not like that,” I replied.


  “What’s not like what?”


  “It’s not just sex.”


  “A real relationship? My. I never would have put you two together. You’re so ethereal and he looks as if a potter made him from the earth.”


  “That’s an interesting way to put it,” I acknowledged.


  “So, what’s so special?”


  “I’m having an awakening of sorts.”


  “Really?”


  “Sexual,” I defined it.


  “That I gather.”


  “I got off on the beach this afternoon, lying in the sand.”


  “You!” She was shocked.


  I was quiet for awhile, thinking of the things I could say, how I could end the conversation or continue it. I wanted to continue, and hadn’t realized that until I began to talk about my odd experiences the past few weeks. The one person on the planet that would never judge me was Betsy. Her sexual prowess was renown in our personal circles. It didn’t phase her to be having sex with a half dozen men at one time, all of them loving it. Sex had always been as natural as breathing for her. For years we’d skirted the issue, because I was painfully uptight. To find something meaningful to say about my sexuality to her was an accomplishment in one way, a relief in another, and certainly a blessing.


  “What do you think of sexual submission?” I jumped in with what was foremost in my mind.


  “Submission? In what sense?”


  “Like being tied up and … fucked.” The word was hard to use.


  “It’s a pleasure I enjoy whenever I have a man that’s man enough to do it,” she said. “So that’s what’s been changing your attitude?”


  “Sort of. That’s just part of it.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Nathan says I’m pent-up.”


  “That doesn’t take much figuring.”


  “Betsy, he’s inside me all the time, his mind figures everything. I’m constantly feeling stripped naked even if I’m wearing clothes.”


  “And you’re enjoying the sex?”


  “I think. Parts of it were painful.”


  “The two are so close,” she observed thoughtfully. “Maybe you should try my scene with me. My leather friends.”


  “You have leather friends?” I shouldn’t have been surprised.


  “Yes, you might make a terrific submissive for their purposes.” A caginess crept into her voice that I rarely recall hearing in Betsy’s delivery, like she wasn’t telling me everything. “Just let me know how this awakening of yours is going.”


  “You want to tell me more?” I probed, unhappy with her evasive reply.


  “No, not now, I wouldn’t want to shock you too much.”


  “Very little shocks me with you, Betz,” I reminded her that we went back a lot of years.


  “Let’s just say, hon, I’m earning a little nest egg. Nothing official mind you, but business is good.”


  An interior designer/club singer/world traveler/whore. All in Betsy’s repertoire, it shouldn’t have surprised me that she was taking money for her body’s talents again. That had never been beneath her, in fact I know that she took pride in her bedroom skills and the money they earned her to get through college. That she would be treading on the submissive side of the equation, however, did amaze me.


  “You are careful?” I had to ask, for the moment returning to the awed college student that watched my dear friend sidestep the dangerous to live her life on the perimeter of decency. A little judgment back in my voice, I knew she heard it.


  “I tiptoe now, where I used to kick my way in, Xana, dear.” I heard her silent chuckle again. I imagined her eyes looking dreadfully evil. “Though I am enjoying the leather boots and chain mail bustiers and having my nipples pierced.” Now she was trying to shock me, a device she’d used before to put me in my place. She always turned bitchy when I was about to lecture her on the risks she took.


  “You had your nipples pierced?”


  “And that’s not all. There’s this neat little ring hanging off my clit.”


  “Good god!”


  “I guess I have to stop shocking you,” she said.


  “I thought this conversation was about me,” I suddenly said.


  “It is,” she said. “Why don’t you tell Nathan how you’re responding to me. See what he says.”


  “That’s a challenge isn’t it?” I said.


  “Take it anyway you like, but if you’re really awakening, and you’re talking submission, you shouldn’t be so afraid of me anymore.”


  “Who said I was afraid,” I replied, defensively. “I always love it when you’re around.”


  “As long as the talk stays safe, hon. You may be awakening, but you’re still the same mixed-up bundle of sexual repression to me. Not that I don’t love you to pieces…”


  “Maybe we have talked enough,” I said.


  “Yes, maybe we have. You keep me posted on this love affair. And Xana,” she was sounding like the softer more comforting woman I wanted to hear, “I do you love you and I do care what’s happening to you. Maybe you were right in the first place. Maybe the beach house is exactly what you needed.”


  


  I was restless after my conversation with Betsy, knowing what I should have known all along, that she was back into the seamier side of life again. She probably never left it, just quit talking to me about her exploits because I never greeted the information with anything but judgment.


  Going out to the beach for an afternoon stroll, there was a sunset brewing in the sky that my eyes would love to rest on until it faded completely. The sun reflected off the water, the red/purple sky glowed pink. Still warm, I thought of removing my dress and going naked again, but the thought was brief. My belly was clutched tight against a surge of fear that started with my talk with Betsy. I sat for awhile on the “Nathan rock” as I referred to it, my legs drawn into my bottom, my arms wrapped around my knees, my head resting on them. Peeking out to the sky, I wanted to melt into it and disappear.


  “You seeing if the fetal position will help you think?” Nathan’s voice pulled me away from the many-colored ecstasy the sky had painted for my eyes.


  I knew he’d show up, and that was why his sudden appearance didn’t jerk me hard from my reverie. Unfolding my limbs, I scooted my legs over the rock’s edge to give him a place to sit.


  “You did well in the surf today,” he said as he stared out to the water.


  I smiled. “Yes, until I got slapped in the face with the real world,” I replied sarcastically.


  “Such gloom,” he remarked.


  “My friend Betsy,” I said as if her name should be all the explanation required.


  “The girl at the window,” he said.


  “You know, how?”


  “Just guessing that she’d be a challenge for you.”


  “Sometimes you’re too astute,” I remarked, in awe of his magical powers, but a little too depressed at that moment to make it an issue.


  “She’s a whore Nathan, been that way as long as I’ve known her. Got through college working on her back. I thought after she got all the education that she needed that those days were over. I mean she’d had several steady relationships. But now, she tells me that she’d never really stopped taking money for sex.”


  “Seems a reasonable choice,” Nathan said.


  “Leave it to you to say that,” I said annoyed.


  “The only reason she bothers you is because you wish you were that daring.”


  “I do not!” I shouted at him angrily.


  He stared at me, a look of whimsy turning into a glare. “You know the truth, Cassandra. Don’t start lying now.”


  I wondered for a moment if he was actually angry with me, when for weeks I believed that he was incapable of anger. I guess dishonesty incited his wrath, and though it was a simple glare it truly stung.


  “I get nervous talking to her, and when I asked her a simple question about bondage and submission, she’s practically telling me she’s turning S&M tricks like it was as easy as pie.”


  “For her it is.”


  “But just because I react doesn’t mean I want that too.”


  “You know your mind and your desires, Cassandra. I shouldn’t have to spell it out.”


  I was raw. Just sitting next to Nathan made me honest, and the truth was: a body agitated, a cunt crawling with desire, lips dying to touch my lover’s, and hands that needed flesh to fondle.


  “I was thinking of tying you from the rafters,” he said.


  The jolt in me was obvious to Nathan.


  “I don’t suppose you’ve ever been whipped?” he added, looking amused again.


  “You’d do that?”


  “Only if you asked, or if you deserved it.”


  “I hate the way you put it back on me,” I scowled.


  Then he smiled, gave me one of his “humphs.”


  “Let’s take off the dress now, see how well you maneuver naked out in the open.


  “You’re going to have all my clothes hanging in your cottage,” I scowled again.


  “Can’t think of a better place.”


  He stood, while I nervously removed the dress. The sun had almost set, and in that soft light, even I could appreciate the way my tanned skin glowed. I saw that Nathan did, his inspection seeming to strip me even further though there were no more clothes to shed. I dutifully handed him my dress, which he wadded in his hand, and taking my hand with the other one, we hiked through the winding trail to the cottage.


  My second trip into Nathan’s space was nothing like the first. He had me make him dinner, serve it to him while he sat like a king at his table. I polished a pair of silver candlesticks, which were an odd find in his cottage, scrubbed his sink and mopped the floor, while he watched each move I made. At his whim, he ordered me to his side to be fondled down below with one hand, while he’d squeeze my nipples until they were sore and tight and I had to scream away a bit of the pain. To my screams, I received the palm of his hand smacked hard against my ass. One minute this servitude demeaned me, the next I’d feel the loveliest wave of pleasure wash over me, as if servitude was a state of grace. After one lusty scream, followed by a potent whack to my ass, Nathan pulled something from a drawer: small spring clamps he affixed to the offended nipples, taking what was already tender flesh and provoking a constant pain in those two places by tightening the clamps enough so they wouldn’t fall off. Even when the worst of the pain subsided having become used to the pressure, a dull ache remained—a dull ache enlivened when he’d screw them down a little tighter as the night commenced. After the first peak pain passed, Nathan put similar clamps on my outer labia. Tightened these equally hard, another twin rivulets of dreadful sensation coursed my system.


  So garbed with clamps, I cleaned his work boots and shined them with oil, made the bed with clean sheets and then peeled potatoes for soup the next day. It had been some time since I’d worked so hard in one stint, and the labor made my body ache. With the added discomfort of my “jewelry” I felt as though exhaustion was making me weak, while at the same time I was ready to explode, half in suppressed anger, half in sexual need.


  “Nathan, I can’t take it anymore,” I finally cried, totally exasperated.


  “But you are,” he countered.


  “No, I’m not!” I stomped my foot like a child.


  He laughed. “Come here pet.”


  “Don’t call me that!” I snapped.


  “You’re getting the medicine you need,” he assured me as I ambled toward him, my jaw set tight in frustration. He jerked the chains that connected the two pairs of clamps. Jerked so hard, I cried out again. And then, as if to prove his point, he began fondling my cunt with his hand, letting his fingers dive inside me deep. Just moments later, I was cumming, wet lust splashing around his hand. In the middle of the orgasm, he removed a nipple clamp and a fresh biting burst of pain made me want to crumple to the floor, or slap his face it felt so mean. Recovering from one rude awakening, another clamp removed, I was crying for mercy from the pain of blood rushing back into the pinched flesh. Two final times, the wicked orgasm exploded then died as he jerked off the remaining clamps. When the tingling finally dwindled away, I knew exhaustion had overcome me and all I wanted to do was curl up in Nathan’s arms and sleep the night. But Nathan was not that kind.


  “You still have the bath to clean,” he said, as I sat on his lap for comfort, that was not forthcoming.


  “What!”


  “You’re not finished,” he said in all seriousness.


  “Oh, yes I am!” I snapped.


  “You don’t finish the job, you don’t stay the night.”


  “Why are you doing this!” I roared


  “Lessons in submission,” he replied evenly, no mirth this time.


  “Well, I guess I’m not a good submissive,” I retorted nastily.


  “Not yet,” he said. “But you will be, when you finally give in. You want it as dangerous as your friend but you’re still afraid of yourself.”


  “I am not afraid,” I blasted back at him.


  Off his lap in a second, I grabbed my dress, slipped into my sandals and bolted from the cottage, hoping that Nathan would follow me and bring me back, though I knew he wouldn’t.


  


  ***


  


  It was mostly anger that followed that demeaning incident in Nathan’s cottage, that and desire, full blown and raw. The desire I shoved away because I was so angry with my dear tutor. If I didn’t see him for weeks, I would be happy. Unfortunately, I couldn’t rein in the desire altogether. It seemed to leak out when I least expected it, coming to me when I was gardening—like the earth reaching up to grab my crotch and pull it in; or when I was cooking, the taste of spice and the aromas of my efforts all going straight to my groin to incite a rebellion in sexual places. Because I refused to think of Nathan, my sex-frantic mind worked avidly to find another object on which to pin my lust. Strange pictures floated into my thoughts, darks ones in dungeons I dismissed readily, since they seemed too close to the reality of my last session with Nathan. Then others took hold, ones with me in tasteless dresses jiggling my breasts for the hungry eyes of sex-starved men. One minute I laughed at the images of myself, but then one night I was so taken with the charge they gave me that I pulled out the nastiest dress in my closet and wiggled into the tight fitting garment. I don’t remember when I’d worn the thing. Certainly not with Peter, he would have died seeing me look that indecent. Black, short, snug, it dipped low in front to reveal a cleavage that I pushed up high inside the body-shaper that I wore underneath. At first I thought I’d simply dance before my mirror and enjoy the sights from there. But seeing the first results, I went on for more, taking my make-up to the limits of my personal spectrum: eyes highlighted with two shades of blue shadow and lips painted red. The only thing left was to blow out my damp hair so the curls ballooned around my face like a wildcat’s.


  Why not go out on the town? I thought to myself. Nearly ten, the bars in the village were just getting their evening crowds. Not that I had much experience with them. Peter would never stoop to the tavern level, and until that night I’d been too chicken to tiptoe inside their ragged interiors alone. Looking the way I did, I knew I’d attract attention; and for perhaps the first time in my life, I looked forward to the prospect.


  


  When I entered the Moonshine Bar there was a sultry jazz singer crooning through the sound system. The familiar rhythms were a good way to soothe me into an unfamiliar atmosphere. The wooden tables scattered about the bar were filled with drinking patrons, with half-drunk voices that blared over the music of the sound system. Others in the bar danced, and women, looking much like me, sauntered from the rest-room, to the tables, to the bar looking as though they wanted to get noticed. I sauntered as sexily, all the while holding my breath until I sat down at an empty table for two by the dance floor.


  A few songs later, the beat became more agitated, with the DJ getting more raucous with his selections. Swaying my hips against the wood chair, that gently rounded aspect of my anatomy began to attract attention. Letting my body move languidly as the pulsing beat got inside, there were several pairs of interested eyes that looked as though they were waiting for an invitation to join me. I read in some woman’s magazine at the beauty shop that eye contact was the first step in flirting. How long it had been since I needed such maneuvers to attract a man. While there were several that might do for a few dances, one rough looking bearded guy, became the focus of my intentions. I can’t be sure why, though there was an earthiness about him that intrigued me, perhaps much the same way Nathan did. However, I was sure this guy wouldn’t talk in riddles, or try to pry loose my darkest fantasies, or even care to stretch the limits of my submissive mind. When the man finally approached my table, he introduced himself as Jack, a perfect blue collar name.


  Smelling of soap and cologne, there was a hint of mint on his breath behind the obvious smell of beer.


  “Do you dance?” he asked.


  “I’d love to if you’re asking,” I replied. I held my hand and like a gentleman he led me to the wood floor, straight into the middle of the wild crowd.


  Jack loomed over me, taller than any lover I’d ever had. Though he wasn’t as stunning in the same sense of Nathan, he was more handsome in his crude way. There was at least an hour of fast dances before Jack and I spoke again. We spent much of that time body to body, my crotch riding his denim covered leg as if I was riding his cock. Dancing dirty got inside my blood, as much as the booze we drank between songs. When the first slow dance pulled us closer still, his hot groin was pressed to mine so I could feel his erection rising. The kisses were sweet, the hands firm on my ass, the fondling so close to sex itself, I wondered if he’d bring me off right there.


  I found Jack exactly what I needed in a man that night. I didn’t want to think of anything, least of all the psychic and spiritual consequences of my night out. Just getting fucked was all that was necessary. And while Jack was forceful, he didn’t have to force me into anything. I went with him willingly when he suggested we go to his truck and get closer. Not a waver appeared in my thoughts when inside the cozy space his hands lifted my dress away. And not one protest was uttered when he laid me back on the cool vinyl seat and fingered my damp hole. He knew his way around a woman’s cunt, knew how to pull the labia and where to squeeze my clitoris so that a sweet burst of energy shot through it. Just massaging the mellow places, a lovely wave of pleasure might have brought the orgasm right there. But then he was working swiftly for his own ends too. Taking my ass in his hands from behind he drew my crotch to his mouth to suck my sex. To keep me steady, I held on to the door handles above my head, feeling as bound as I might have felt if there’d been ropes tying me. Jack ignored the subtleties of that, and how submissive I might feel. He simply expected me to submit, expected that everything he did for me would make his entry richer.


  About to orgasm right on his mouth, I was only slightly disappointed when he pulled away, and awkwardly maneuvered himself over top of me to plant his dick where I was wet. Locked on to his hips, we fucked, his penis driving in and out of the tight place he’d readied, until a decent climax ripped through us both. Kisses, roars, grunts, and hot cries of satisfaction filled the steamy cab, as the old truck rocked happily on the fringes of the Moonshine’s parking lot.


  “You’re gonna get more of this, Xana, is it?” he whispered to me as he pulled away from me, panting.


  I knew he’d balked at my name.


  “Yes, it’s Xana. You live near here?”


  “Near enough.”


  Before I had the chance to rearranged my clothes, we were winding our way through the foothills in search of his house just one town away.


  If Jack was good in the front seat of a truck, he was even better naked. He played with my ass for a long time, spanking it softly. Then pushing my shoulders into the sheets of his bed, he raised my hips with his large hands and sucked me from behind. His tongue licked everywhere from the rim of my asshole to the wet warmth down below. Probing as deeply as he could in both places, I let go, mindlessly screwing my ass against his face. He liked me wide open and tried getting as many fingers as he could to breach the portal where he played. My gasps he took as an invitation; and encouraged, he only became more avid.


  Raising me to hands and knees, he knelt behind me, and pressed his erection in my vagina while he continued to probe my rear door. His cock rock hard after just an hour, I appreciated his ability to recuperate so quickly. Perhaps I should have taken it as a compliment of my own power to inspire. But then, there were few thoughts in my mind. Nothing seemed as important as allowing Jack to do whatever he wanted with me. I liked the force and his determined drive.


  It wasn’t until he was finished, when we were lazily lying next to each other catching our breath that I realized that what I liked about Jack was what I like about Nathan. (Pretty good at revelations when I was half drunk and exhausted.) But I could have kicked myself for spoiling the moment with reminders of the lover I currently despised. Thankfully, Jack wanted lots of kisses and me in his powerful arms. That took away some of my musings. The last climax came together. After a long sensuous hour or two asleep, we woke to kiss and finally getting serious about sex again. I think he wanted my ass, and I would have gladly given it to him; but apparently it wasn’t really necessary since he eagerly came in my cunt before he could make the effort to turn me over.


  


  At the crack of dawn, Jack was out of bed. Just when I was about to sleep deep, I heard him rummaging about his room, shower in the bath next door and then search for clean clothes.


  “So, can I take you back to the bar?” he asked, as I looked up at him.


  “You off so quick?”


  “Have to be at work at six.”


  “Ah, I see,” I said. “I guess you’d better take me back since my car’s there.”


  I wondered as I watched him button a flannel shirt, then smooth down his hair, what it would be like to live with this man day after day. I wasn’t sure it would please me. “How much do I owe you?” he said as he pulled his money clip from the dresser.


  “Owe?”


  “You were figuring to get paid?” he said.


  “No, no I wasn’t.” I tried answering without any indignation in my voice, though I wasn’t successful.


  “Hey, I’m sorry,” Jack said looking sheepish. “The guys at the bar … we just thought you were there for the money. I mean since we hadn’t seen you before.”


  “Did I screw you like I was in it for the money?” I asked.


  He snickered. “No, but you’re the kind of woman every man wants to screw when he wants a whore.”


  That was a compliment I didn’t dicker with. I wondered what Betsy would think of me knowing that I could have turned a trick that night, probably collected a good deal of cash.


  “So, what would you have paid?” I asked.


  “Couple hundred I suppose.”


  “Humm, maybe I should try it sometime.”


  “But, maybe it’s better when it’s free,” he said.


  “So, maybe you better take me back to my car,” I said, letting myself smile.


  Jack and I had reached that awkward stage when, not an official date, it was hard to just kiss goodbye; and not a real trick, no money changed hands; and not a real relationship, there was no suggestion of what came next. I could recall only one other time I’d let myself be loose enough to be at that uncomfortable moment. To Jack however, it must have been a familiar one. He talked all the way back to the Moonshine, about the weather, the roads, his job that called for his services at the crack of dawn and how he was thinking of trying another line of work—but then he’d have to move south and there were just too many people in Southern California. I agreed with him. Jack wasn’t the kind of man to enjoy the hassle of crowds and big cities.


  By the time we got to my car the conversation had died a natural death and we parted with smiles. I couldn’t feel one sexual feeling for him. I think all the talk got in the way of lust, that and a fresh morning when I could open my eyes on the man and see something different in day’s light. Not that he was unattractive; he was just a man I’d spent a good night with, one to remember and one to let go.


  


  When I pulled up to the house twenty minutes later, I was already thinking of Nathan. The beach house was so intertwined with his essence that I could no more remove thoughts of him from me while I was there, than I could remove thoughts of Peter from my memories of the Institute. That was a change though. Months before when I retreated to the beach to mend, it was Peter that I saw in every corner, whose face appeared at every turn. Then almost without my realizing it, Nathan took his place, his face and form rising like a specter everywhere I looked about the house. And all without his ever being inside its walls.


  Spending nearly a day away from home, it seemed like a month. And yet, the smell of my linguine and red sauce from the night before still lingered in the kitchen, my perfume still clung to the air about my bedroom, and there in a heap before the mirror were the clothes that I’d discarded in favor of the nasty dress. No, I hadn’t been gone that long, but my mind had taken a long journey, even if it was nothing more than a pleasant side trip of little consequence.


  My day at the house began early when Jack dropped me off. Hardly having slept the night, I thought I’d nap, but I was too awake for that until midday. Then, it was just a quick doze on the porch before I made an excursion to the beach with Cory. She’d missed me, and I had to make up for my night away.


  Odd, the thoughts that appeared in my brain, like knowing that I’d feel chagrined and contrite if I saw Nathan. That funny pang of guilt made me want to hide on the shoreline away from the view of the cliffs. It wasn’t a particularly smart move, since if Nathan wanted me, he’d know if I was on the beach or not. Not to mention the fact that Cory was a dead giveaway, her fast racing little body was synonymous with my presence there.


  After an hour strolling along the shore I was ready to head back to the house, thinking I’d avoided a face to face encounter with my estranged lover. To my dismay however, the magical man was at the top of the cliff as I rounded the last bend. Appearing out of no where, he looked down at me as I made the last few steps to the top. Slipping in the sand, I reached out to let him help me when he offered his hand.


  “I see your anger’s faded,” he said pleasantly.


  “Oh, I’m sure I can resurrect some,” I replied. Thoughts of our last night together surfaced easily. When I’d been thinking fond thoughts and certainly ashamed ones earlier, the irritation with Nathan reappeared looking very ugly.


  “Angry with yourself?” he asked.


  Why would he think that? I wondered, forgetting for a moment how psychic he was.


  “Maybe,” I said.


  Nathan walked with me toward the house. One sure way to get rid of him was to enter my own private space since it was obvious that he’d never set foot inside. Unfortunately his calm silence unnerved me. No questions, no opinions, no probing comments, just that sly silence that seemed to grab me in the crotch and heart. I wanted his love, what I believed was his love, his arms around me, his sexual advances, and the kisses that were sweet and demanding. But there was obviously a breach in our relationship that had to mend before the kisses would commence.


  Reaching the back gate, I opened it and stepped to the other side of the fence, my side, thinking that I might as easily put away the anxiousness that was eating away at me. I wasn’t that lucky. Guilt, being an insidious cousin of honesty, required me to say something acknowledging my indecent night. But a war of will and fear raged inside and the words didn’t appear. Maybe it wasn’t necessary to confess anything, after all there were no promises between us, no commitments, just shared moments.


  “I suppose I’ll see on the beach tomorrow,” I finally said. “Right now I’m tired.”


  “And I’ll be in my cottage,” he said with a nod. Turning he walked away, leaving me to wonder if that was an invitation, that last remark


  I slept for while on the porch, and then dozed in my chair after dinner when I tried to read. But unable to sleep peacefully, it was clear that my conscience was working hard to keep me awake. Restless, I decided for a twilight walk, the beach not dark until at least eight. With Cory at my side, we moseyed down the shoreline, my mutt chasing the water and a stick I threw to her every time she brought it back to me. We hiked further than I was used to going on our daily hikes, and when I turned toward the cliffs, the path leading upward seemed much less treacherous than the one I usually took. Deciding that I’d walk along the bluffs toward home, I trudged the inclined slope until I was at the edge of the cliffs overlooking the ocean on one side, and surprisingly, Nathan’s cottage on the other. Behind it and above, I’d never seen it from that vantage point. I was astonished that it was even there. Somewhere in the back of my mind I’d thought it was a mystical place that I could only reach when I was with the mystical Nathan. Seeing it looking so real and tangible, a piece of the magic diminished.


  Being too honest to ignore the truth, I knew what brought me to this cliff was guilt. The only way to assuage it was to face it.


  


  Nathan’s door was open when I reached the yard in front of his front door. A knock and I heard him scuffling and saw his head appear in the entry.


  “Cassandra.” He hardly looked surprised.


  “I sort of stumbled my way here,” I said to explain my arrival. “I’ve never come here by way of the beach. Interesting accident, don’t you think?”


  “Accident?” he replied. “So to what do I owe this visit?”


  The answer didn’t come easily, I still felt as though I was tied in knots. But when the truth finally won, it poured out of me like putrid water from a dormant hose. I snickered before I began my tale, thinking of the night before. “I went to town last night dressed like a slut, got picked up and was screwed until dawn by a stranger.”


  “Humm,” was his first reply. “Was he any good?”


  “As good as you,” I answered.


  “So you’re casting me off?


  “No. It was a one night stand,” I told him.


  “And now you’re feeling guilty,” he surmised quickly.


  I wasn’t surprised at how perceptive he was. But the moment was still awkward wondering what he was thinking about my revelation.


  “So what do I do with guilt?” I asked. As usual he was leaving this impasse up to me to resolve.


  “Whatever you want, Cassandra. It’s your drama.”


  “So, if I asked you to take me to the woodshed and whip my ass, would you?” I blurted out, not really expecting myself to admit that that was exactly the picture I’d been nurturing for hours.


  “If that’s what you want,” Nathan replied.


  I thought for a moment, a little in awe of the suggestion that I’d made. And yet, it was the one true thing that made sense to me. Why I’d ask for such a thing seemed wholly absurd, but being committed, there was little way to turn back the minutes and take back my words.


  “I suppose you want me to be pissed too,” he said, looking calm as ever.


  “That would help. A little righteous indignation. Like you cared that I was purposely promiscuous because I was mad at you.”


  “You think I’d be jealous?” he asked.


  “No,” I admitted. “But it would be nice.”


  Nathan laughed then, and I almost did too, except that I was utterly serious about what would happen next, ‘on pins and needles’ I suppose. In fact, I was shaking like a leaf, like a naughty child, like a cheating wife caught with her pants down and another man’s prick inside. The thought of getting spanked for being “naughty” had always given me an intense and pleasured rush. But it was never something I’d felt in real life, not until this moment. As fatherly as Nathan could be, his being fatherly this time took on a different meaning.


  “You want to be punished?” he asked.


  “Punished?” I mulled the loaded word over in my head. It sounded so extreme, but it was just the kind of extreme that gave me such a pleasant chill.


  “There’s a woodshed behind the cottage,” Nathan said, abruptly taking charge. “Wait for me there with your ass bared, while I get my belt.”


  “Belt?” I stared at the side of his bed where he kept two sturdy work belts hanging.


  “Go on, get on with you,” he snapped sharply, and he turned toward the wall to remove the leather he wanted.


  If it wasn’t real anger Nathan was expressing, it was certainly a worthy attempt at it. His voice so gruff, I scampered off like that naughty child, aware that my bouncing ass end was tingling with pre-punishment anticipation. The door to the woodshed swung open wide to reveal a storeroom minus wood, but filled with crates of supplies, tools and a workbench where I could imagine myself taking the whipping I’d asked for. Aware that Nathan was close on my heels I raised my skirt to reveal my bottom and held it around my waist while I turned my back to the door.


  “Bend over,” he ordered, as he stepped inside. The door closed behind him, and I felt the movement of fresh air stop and the light around me dim so I could hardly see. Nathan quickly remedied that with a brisk tug to the string dangling down from the bare light-bulb in the center of the shed.


  I looked back only once to see the stern face, the rooted stare of coal black eyes, and the reality of Nathan’s sturdy grip on the end of the belt as he brought his arm back to administer the first blow. I closed my eyes the instant before the belt stuck my ass, and let out a vibrant cry a second later. The first sensations were lush like the potent feel of Nathan’s brusque caresses when we were in the heat of the making love. A second and a third strike hitting in that same vibrating center of my ass end produced similar physical feelings. But after the eight, ninth and tenth, my internal need to count the blows, ceased; because there were no lush feelings to enjoy. Just pain. Raw, abiding pain. I squirmed and groaned with displeasure, but not too much. After all, I’d asked for this.


  I expected the whipping to hurt, but not to the degree that it did. At one point when I was too overcome with agony to stay on my feet longer, I felt Nathan’s strong grip on my arm pulling me back into place.


  “You need a little more honesty in your life, Cassandra,” he spoke harshly. “I suppose if it takes whipping your ass every day to remind you of that, then I’ll have to take up the task.” He grunted as he reared back and let the belt fly another few times. These produced a less noxious result, since I’d had some slight reprieve. But the tongue lashing didn’t stop, and his words cut through to my desire as surely as the leather. “I can’t say I’ve seen anything so dear to me as your ass red and burning,” he said. “To think, this is what you wanted from me all along. A little punishment.”


  “It is not what I wanted,” I countered him earnestly.


  To that retort, the belt struck with an especially nasty cut delivered where it was already so sore I thought I’d be raw and bruised for days. “This is about lies, Cassandra,” Nathan went on. “I’d suggest you get very honest with yourself, or this is not likely to end.” Did I hear anger in my lover’s voice? I took his wrathful sounds as real.


  In tears, confused, and unable to think, the fight in me began to die. While the belt struck again and the pain was refreshed each time a piece of me was beginning to let go, and my own anger was dying away.


  When the whipping stopped a minute later, I waited for some clue from Nathan, a order given for me to rise. But without one, I realized that he had more in mind for my burning ass.


  “What are you doing?” I finally whispered into the silence.


  “Finding a cane to mark you.”


  “Nooooo!” I roared, turning about.


  Surprised to see his face looking flushed with emotion, my protest ceased at once.


  “Have I ever let you slide?” he queried me directly.


  “No,” I murmured. I looked at him feeling desperate.


  “Then turn around,” he said, motioning me with one arm. In his other arm I spotted the cane, an old bamboo fishing rod, that when he whisked it through the air made me twinge from my inflamed genitals, to my toes, to the very top of my head.


  “You’re not going to use that, are you?” I pleaded with him.


  “You’d be disappointed if I didn’t,” he said. “Now turn around.”


  I shivered nervously still staring at him. With the pain of the belt’s impact having subsided on my ass, I was afraid I couldn’t hide my anticipation of the bamboo’s first cut.


  Seeing Nathan’s stern guise it reminded me that he was waiting for me to obey his order. I prudently complied with the command, and offered my bared ass for more punishment.


  While the swish of the cane sent a wild wave of exhilaration through me, the bite was sheer misery. Thankful that my disciplinarian allowed me a few seconds to recuperate, I grabbed hold of the bench with a tight grip and gritted my teeth, awaiting the second cut.


  “Oh, gawd Nathan, noooo!” was my next reply.


  Another cut, another scream, the ritual repeated until he’d laid the bamboo on my bottom six times. It felt as if all my flesh was burning, every pore hot and inflamed. The anguish ripping through me brought out all the tears that I’d held back for months, falling onto my dirt-smudged hands. Six cuts finished, I took a deep breath and waited for another. But when it didn’t come, I sensed that my punishment was at last at its end. Breathing more easily, I collapsed onto the bench.


  “Now. You keep your ass bared until you can’t feel the heat anymore,” Nathan instructed me. “And then come see me in the cottage.” He was out the door swiftly, a bit of a breeze entering to cool my agonized ass end.


  Heat. Until you can’t feel the heat anymore, he’d said. Waiting a long time, ten maybe twenty minutes, I took note of my punished behind, how it cooled with that first draft of air as Nathan left, then how the fresh pain of my punished cheeks subsided. I was too chicken to touch the flesh, even though it cried out to be touched. Wiggling in my bent-over pose, the skin was tight and I winced. And yet any immediate discomfort had diminished as soon as the last blow ceased to rip through me. Heat? Was there heat remaining? Would I finally turned stone cold? After so many minutes of intense dialogue in my head, I finally surmised that the state of my behind would not change appreciably. If there was any ache or soreness remaining it would take some time to vanish.


  With my dress covering my well-chastised ass, I made my way back to Nathan’s cottage, nurturing the feelings that tantalized my body and mind. A knock on his door, I heard the scuffle behind it and watched for his head to appear in the entry. Swinging the door wide, Nathan gestured for me to enter.


  “Put your bare ass on the stool,” he said, directing me to a wooden stool so low that my knees were above my crotch when I stooped to put my ass where he wanted it. Setting my raw cheeks on the hard surface, the pain was readily refreshed. Feeling lowly like a child, I waited for more direction but Nathan was content to let me suffer while he puttered about the cottage. When he finally paid attention to me it was only to draw back the hem of my dress so that my splayed out pubis was unveiled. Back to his chores, I watched him as a feeling of submissiveness caressed my loins through my mind and got inside every avenue of my exposed soul. I was feeling honest, bared to the essence. That sensation surprised me though it was nothing astonishing, just the pleasant feel of my true identity finally catching up with me. While my bottom on the hard stool ached from the crude position, I found that reminder of my punishment appealing. If it had been two days before, I would have likely protested the demeaning posture as much as I’d protested my servitude to his demands. Perfectly at peace, my whole psyche had made a remarkable shift.


  I believe it was a half hour that I waited, though there was no clock to judge the time. I recall only how relieved I was to feel Nathan’s hands touching me again. He was behind me, kneeling, his arms coming around my torso to push my bent legs further apart. First, his fingers toyed my vagina as though he was loving me. Feeling his breath on my face, I was tempted to fall back limp in his arms but I was too afraid to make that bold a move. A few brief minutes of his intimate fondling, I felt his purpose, sensing a thick dildo in his hands that was meant to be shoved inside me. Rocking me back enough to allow its entry, the slick, soft latex spread my opening wide. Rocked forward as I’d been before, the intrusion was a violation I could not ignore. Every muscle jerked, every twitch, every pulsing spasm reminded me of the space it took inside my groin. I could be thankful that it was not the hard bottle he’d used before.


  Back to his business, I watched again in awe of the finely crafted detachment that defined this submissiveness. Nathan was at peace and so was I. Unable to forget the object lodged within me, my body began a natural rocking motion, each movement driving the prick deeper to a spot where I jerked back feeling a spasm of pain when it hit the far end of my vagina. Rocking softly, I felt the orgasm start to rise. Then my movements were more pronounced. I thought this was what Nathan wanted, but by his next move he obviously wanted something more. Again kneeling behind me, this time he pushed me forward so my ass end came up off the stool and I was forced to crouch so awkwardly that my thighs burned. Thankfully, he was swift driving another thick, but unseen, dildo into my well-lubed ass. My body tensed, afraid of being opened so thoroughly.


  “You will take this,” Nathan assured me, giving the thing another forceful shove.


  “Ouch!” I cried.


  He slapped my ass with the palm of his hand.


  “Don’t fight it.” His words were a command.


  Pulling my ass back down against the stool, my desires surfaced. In the face of these feelings I tried harder. Anything for this submissive moment, anything he wanted I’d happily give.


  Relaxing with the two pricks in me was not easy. For a long time I watched Nathan busily engaged elsewhere about the cottage. I was tense, a part of me still fighting the inclination I had to give in. The more I fought, the more I knew it was useless, and then there was this driving desire rising in me, the submissive one, the one that would do anything to please this dominant man. Thoughts of that submission pleasuring me, my loins let go their fight and those two pricks worked almost as efficiently as real ones to entice me.


  The orgasmic surge rising again, I rocked more avidly on the stool, feeling my violated ass, feeling the lodged pricks, feeling the humiliation of my yielding pose drive me to an end. Beginning to moan and gasp as my groin gyrated more avidly, I looked up to see Nathan standing over me, his erection poised at my mouth.


  “Put your hands on my ass and take my prick,” he said.


  Following orders, his penis was beyond my mouth as my lips sucked it hard. Putting myself into him and his needs, my own took care of themselves. When he erupted in a bath of cum all over my mouth, inside and out, I was at my peak and falling off the edge. Clutching his groin to me as his penis slipped from my mouth, I jerked hard at both ends, and supported by his body, climaxed with throbbing surges in one cadence after another. Done, I clung to his legs, afraid to let go.


  “Wash your dildoes and then go look at your ass,” Nathan finally said, pulling me off of him. Still so detached, so matter of fact. But the cool wasn’t all that was there. If he knew me well, I knew him too, at least to some degree. The seething emotion behind his calm was something I wanted to experience. It was clear however that I wouldn’t have that until Nathan was ready. To think, I’d started this remarkable game.


  Doing as I was instructed, I pulled the dildoes from me as I got to my feet, all without Nathan’s help. I could feel the emptiness immediately. Drawing soapy hot water in a basin in his bathroom sink I cleansed the two cylinders of the residue my body had left on them. Thinking of them as lovers, the ritual was tender. I dried them on a fresh towel, and then I left them on a shelf over the toilet. Turning around, I gazed into the mirror attached to the door, and raised my skirt for the third time that day to complete Nathan’s orders. Seeing the results of my session with Nathan I was in awe. Rather than being aghast at the small bruises that appeared, or the long slim lacerations made by the cane, my body twittered pleased with the look. A touch to the rough surface suggested that I was just moments away from another orgasm, if that was what Nathan wanted for me.


  Returning to the cottage’s main room, Nathan offered me a drink, this one nothing subtle, some Indian fire-water I presume, or if not, just a straight shot of vodka. The burn down my throat was as pleasant as the one on my ass. Pulling off my dress, Nathan led me to his bed and we climbed under the covers. Then his passion poured into me, just the sensation of love and regard filling me full again. Afterwards, I fell asleep with his hand resting mindfully on my punished posterior.




  Chapter Seven


  


  When the phone rang, I was dashing out the door, Cory anxious for her walk, and I anxious to stroll the beach looking for Nathan. For two days I’d found my hand regularly fondling the soft skin of my ass, thinking affectionately of being as utterly submissive as I was that evening. Knowing that I’d face him again soon, I was eager to tell him my secret thoughts. No lies this time.


  Answering the phone, it was Betsy’s voice on the other end.


  “How’s my emerging femme fatale?” she asked.


  I was feeling smug, but not about to tell her what had just happened. It was still too fresh and personal to share with anyone. Least of all a woman that would find some way to use the information against me, even if it was just to tease me.


  “I’m doing well,” I said.


  “And Nathan?”


  “Yes, he’s still around.”


  “Around enough to prevent you from going to a party with me?”


  “I dictate what I do,” I responded.


  “Do you? Then maybe you’d like to join me in New Orleans. Get away from the beach for awhile.”


  “You say there’s a party?”


  “Very private. Very sexual. But I think it might just be a coming out party for you.”


  “You think I need that?”


  “I think that you could help me satisfy a few very wealthy gentleman. They have a liking for virgins.”


  “Well, then you’ll have to look elsewhere,” I replied.


  “Oh, of course you’re not a virgin, Xana. But in the party sense you’ll be someone new and untried. A little nervous.”


  “A lot nervous,” I replied.


  “That’s what these men like. They love instilling fear in uncertain women.”


  “I’m not sure Betsy,” I said. “I could see something disastrous happening, and we’d both regret it.


  “There’s no way it could be a disaster, trust me. Besides, I’ll bet you could use the cash.”


  How did she know that? I wondered. Maybe just logic, since I hadn’t worked in nearly a year. Of course there was plenty of Peter’s money to live on, but I didn’t really want Peter’s money and the judgment that went with it. Betsy knew that because I’d shared as much when she visited.


  “The cash would be great,” I said, remembering a few nights back when it was offered me and I refused on grounds of indignation. What had changed in a handful of days? Enough for me to consider her offer without a blanket refusal. “Listen, I’ll call you,” I said.


  “I need to know in two days,” she said.


  “Then I’ll call tonight,” I told her. I wanted the decision final before I tried to sleep that night, or the thought of it would keep me awake. Actually, I had a feeling that I already had my answer, but I wanted to talk to Nathan first.


  


  ***


  


  Nathan and I were sitting on one of our favorite cliff rocks. My naked pussy was pressed against the cold stone while my dress fell around my knees and ass. The ache was still there, and moving my posterior into the hard surface, I liked the feeling it generated.


  “She called me a virgin,” I said, starting to laugh.


  Nathan wasn’t.


  “Of course, it was exactly this kind of thing you just punished me for.” I didn’t know how I expected him to react to Betsy’s offer, but I knew I wanted his approval.


  “I punished you because you asked for it, Cassandra,” Nathan reminded me. “Don’t forget the difference.”


  “So if I took off for New Orleans and spent a weekend as a whore, would that bother you?”


  “Would it bother you?”


  I considered his question, considering more than just that particular one. It spoke a lot about our relationship, what it was and what it wasn’t. “You’re never going to put limits on my sexual activity, are you?” I finally said.


  “It’s not my place.”


  “And you’ll never be anything more than a wise sexual counselor?”


  “I’m more than that, but to answer your point, I don’t play house with women.”


  “So, you’ve had other women like me?”


  There was a twinkle in his eye, but no answer to that question. I’m sure I wouldn’t get him to budge on that one, anymore than his next woman, if he had one, would get one bit of information from him about me.


  “You know, I’m getting the feeling that our friendship is seeing its end,” I observed.


  “It will last as long as it needs to,” he replied. “Are you ready to return to the real world?”


  “I think I’m close,” I said.


  “Then New Orleans could be a test drive.”


  “So you’re encouraging me?”


  “I should spank you just for saying that,” he joked.


  “I guess I want more than you’re willing to give,” I said.


  “Then go find that.”


  “And you’ll still be here when I get back?”


  “If you need me.”


  I was still not ready to make the decision. “You know, I think this may be the most stupid thing I’ve ever done,” I said realizing that I would call Betsy that night and agree to her scheme.


  “Or one of the wisest,” Nathan offered. “Whatever you choose, remember, it’s not the choice but how you learn from it that is important. We can’t always know the consequences before the act. Life would be boring if we did.”


  “So, am I walking into something dangerous?” I asked him.


  “Does it feel that way?” he asked back.


  Taking some time to consider the question, I finally concluded, “No.”


  Standing up, he turned toward me and stroked my face with his hand. “I’m sure I’ll be here when you get back,” he said. Such tenderness and faith in me. I suppose I was ready.




  Chapter Eight


  


  Red wine dribbled down my chin as I sat on Buck’s lap and he fondled my crotch. Chains dangling down from the wide leather collar around my neck tickled my breasts when I moved. Naked except for the leather and chains, they kept me dressed this way for more than a day, and it seemed like a week.


  Betsy had left me with Buck and James in the French quarter, in a steamy hot apartment with so little ventilation the smoke from the cigars these black men smoked made me dizzy. Then there was the wine, pouring so freely I was taking a bath in it, refreshed by the cool liquid. Whoring is such sweet sorrow, the words popped into my brain. Always just a little bittersweet the sex, because it wouldn’t last. Meant only for women who can dive into the moment and not worry about anything else.


  Being inebriated helped me surrender to what happened in those rooms. Being inebriated, I swam from one abuse to the next, not a reasonable or logical thought in my brain.


  Buck and James were dominant all right, Buck a hefty black man, like his name. With a shaved head, a gold earring in his left ear and polished black-chocolate skin, he kept me perpetually in his arms, when he wasn’t ordering me to submit in some demeaning way. I’d been caught off guard thrown into the apartment. These gentlemen with their Southern drawls and languid moves scared me to death at first sight. I was sure that I’d die in their locked rooms. They’d had my clothes off after just ten minutes, their eyes combing my white flesh as though they were looking for flaws, with plans to send me back from where I came if I didn’t pass their scrutiny. For the first hour, I was constantly reminding myself how generously I was being paid to be their nubile whore for the weekend. When the cuffs went around my wrists and ankles, the collar around my neck, and a sturdy waist cincher complete with heavy rings was buckled tight around my waist, I knew I was in for the rough stuff. Betsy said they could be brutal but that I’d love it in the end. “They are perfection, Xana. Get through the first few hours and you’ll think you’ve tasted heaven.” Before the first whipping was over, I wondered that I’d ever trusted that wretched broad.


  Hoisted high, suspended by my wrists and the cincher rings, a spreader bar kept my shivering legs wide apart and my body vulnerable to their capricious whims.


  James, a lighter skinned black man with a smile that would have charmed me out of my virginity, if I’d still been a virgin, ran the show to start. Waltzing around my petrified body, he sneered, flicking a thin leather baton at any body part that suited his fancy. I watched the horrible thing make a vile snap against each breast, and listened to the distress in my reply. Already the first shot of liquor was taking effect. My agony only made him smile more. He waited while red lines appeared on my skin, and noted how I looked down to see them, aghast at how distinct they were. I wondered if I could wash them away in the bath.


  “You know what it’s like to discipline a lady like you?”


  I nodded “no” as a tear ran down my cheek.


  “It’s torture,” he advised me. “Don’t know when to stop, when enough’s enough.” That graciously charming sneer of his almost made me weep over his quandary. Such a subtle brainwash and so fast. “Miss LaCarre (Betsy) said you’d be prime meat. Let’s see if she’s right.”


  The baton hit me at odd bursts, against my breasts again, and belly, thighs and cunt. There was no where that didn’t sting, except my back. Though that was remedied as soon as I was thoroughly abused with that baton. I shrieked and howled venting my distress.


  “Gag her, Buck,” James said. “Wouldn’t do to have her wake the neighbors.”


  The leather ball forced inside my mouth was affixed behind my head with a strap. Then I was whipped earnestly on my back with a mean looking lash made of braided leather talons. James didn’t as much whip me as caress me with those talons. Sting, it did. Yet he was making love to me, not just out to cause me pain, laying it on to see me take the sensation and then desire more. Moving with the methodical beating he could see that I was nearing orgasm. My only choice to let go, and the inescapable happened. Loins catching fire, my cunt spasmed as if it was trying to grab hold of something.


  James wasn’t done with me until he’d flogged both sides of my body and my hungry loins were reaching out for another strike. Then he tortured me with the absence of sensation and his perpetual sweet sneer. He leered at me, standing so close I could feel his breath. He stretched out my nipples and clamped them with strange looking vise grips that distended the flesh making those two hot places throb. Flicking his fingers against the exposed ends, I was in tears for the way those little jabs shocked my system from end to end. So close, his cunning eyes held me enthralled while over and over the torture to my nipples continued.


  I wanted to cry for him to stop but I didn’t dare. When one small protest crossed my lips his face turned mean and he slapped my face.


  “Not again, bitch,” he purred right in my ear before his tongue gave it a wet bath.


  I felt as though I walked a tightrope hypnotized by the suggestion in his eyes and words. Now at the end of a frayed rope I was about to drop into an abyss of fire. Just one stroke to my sensitized puss and I’d come. But clever, James knew that and held the fact over my head to tease me.


  “You’re a good bitch, aren’t you,” he purred, stroking my belly just beyond the reach of the potent heat below. “Damn good bitch, I’d say.” Inching down, as if his fingers were crawling down a blackboard, the agitation was so raw, tears streamed down my cheeks. My breath was short and in my eyes I tried to show the desperation. “One good poke away, aren’t you?” He was just short of laughing at me.


  I saw his hand go up to loosen my bound arms which ached so much they seemed numb. Loosening all the tethers, he laid me down with my back arched over the back of a chair, my legs still spread by the bar, my face crotch height. The gag off, he stuffed his penis in my mouth forcing it deep; and hanging on to my hair, he fucked my face.


  As the cum spewed thick across my lips and cheeks, Buck, between my legs commandeered what was left of me. Loosening the spreader, all the strained muscles in me began to relax. And scooped up in his arms like a broken child, there was another kind of submission to endure. Buck’s personal brand.


  A bottle of wine poured over my face, I laughed feeling relief for the first time since I’d been given to these two.


  “Get a little drunk, darlin’,” Buck droned in that lazy drawl. “I’s gonna luv you nasty before you’re done.” He didn’t snicker as much as vow with a whole heart, so I could understand how earnest he was. With a hand gripping my jaw, I felt the powerful muscles behind his grasp, able in an instant to break flesh and bones with his fingers. And yet, so gentle like he was stroking the flesh of an innocent child. “I ain’t gonna hurt you, Xana, but I am gonna make your ass smart, and your thighs quake, and your heart beat like there’s a mad lady in you. You ready for me?”


  A simple “yes” from my lips, I’d sealed my fate for the night, though it was like he was working voodoo on me, and I had no option. The wine poured down my throat was making it easier to give in. I’d never go back, never. Sure. So sure, I just collapsed into Buck’s broad chest for a while. Then, turning me around on his lap so I was facing out, he had my legs spread over his groin so he could spear me with the stiff rod that appeared from his pants. Two hands on my tits squeezed them like he’d squeeze them off. Getting inspiration from the act, he stopped, waiting for rope from James and then began to bind my breasts. I’d almost forgotten about the clamps on my nipples, but with the locks twisted tighter still, and the ropes drawing my flesh from my chest, the throbbing began again. Buck laughed as he fucked me more.


  “Get pictures, James,” he said so amused by the sight of me that he wanted some record for posterity.


  Drunk as I was it didn’t occur to me to what purpose Buck planned to used these photographs. I paid no attention to the snapping camera, and from then on every few minutes another shot of my breasts or ass or cumming cunt was captured on film.


  Buck “luved” me nasty just like he said. Constant hands on my aching flesh mauled me. Even when he bound my wrists behind me, and forced a long billy club between my back and arms to stretch my torso tight in front, I still remained on his lap, my ass tight to his belly. While he held me James took pictures of my thrust out chest with its clamps and rope. With Buck’s hand to my mouth, I tongued his fingers like candy, sucked one like a cock; and then because he thought I was being a damn good bitch, the dark red wine splashed over my lips. Its bittersweetness dribbled down my throat in a tiny river.


  Buck was just into preliminaries then, he was basically an ass-man. That fact I didn’t know until all this other foreplay was over and he was ready for the serious business of abusing me. While still all bound up—except for the billy club which he had to remove—I went over his lap like a brat so he could have the cheeks he’d paid for. Spanking them, fondling them, messing with my asshole, he made me relax the flesh and quit clenching hard. “You’re gonna be sorry, you don’t let me have this, whore,” he warned, slapping the sore flesh over and over. “I’m gonna take it mean and fast and you’ll be screaming, and all I’ll do is gag you if you get too loud. It’s just better if you don’t refuse me, but it doesn’t matter what you do. Now, you just ease off and give up this ass.”


  Tender as you please Buck’s fingers began poking beyond my anus. Cold lube there and probably a little wine too made the entry easier; and the crude massage relaxed me as much as the rest of me had been ordered to. With all that penetration the painful spasms subsided and I opened wide to more of his hand than I never thought I’d take there. More than I gave to Nathan, that place yielded. “Buck would like to slip his hand inside you ma’am, but we’ll save that for a lady to do,” my black lover informed me, in a voice so sugary and languid, I almost thought I could take his fist inside. I have to admit to some relief at that information however, logic telling me that his broad palm would tear me apart if he tried to fully breach that hole. Not that I didn’t want it, my imagination took hold of the thought and I climaxed just thinking of it as he continued fondling me.


  After that brief burst of energy, Buck found me ready for his prick. On his lap facing out, I sat down with the head of his erection going where his hand had been. Deep, deep in my ass, the huge member found home; and I bounced on his knees with his hands reaching around to hold me by the nipples and tits until he came. James on his knees in front of us, took pictures of that dick going in and out. I think I was smiling because I’d done everything that was demanded of me and that made me happy, made me glad to show off to whatever audience wanted to see. Me, in my hypnotized, mesmerized drunken stupor couldn’t imagine anything better than sex this degrading. Buck was right, he “luved” me nasty and I “luved” him for it.


  


  For an hour or two that night, I slept between the two. When they were awake, I was used for whatever they wanted. Well into the next day, until the morning was spent, and it was getting sticky hot in those closed rooms, we kept having sex. I suppose I was lucky they were finally ready to quit, because I wasn’t certain if I’d have stopped it on my own. As long as the wine flowed free, I was in heaven. Just as Betsy said.


  


  ***


  


  At six that evening, I put on my powder blue suit with the cream colored blouse and looking demure sat next to a modest looking Betsy on the plane trip from New Orleans to San Francisco.


  “I was right wasn’t I?” she whispered to me.


  “That it would feel like heaven? Yes,” I answered.


  “I knew you were a natural submissive. You’re more relaxed than I’ve seen you in years.”


  While the wine was wearing off, leaving a sour feeling in my stomach, my thoughts didn’t follow suit. She was right about me, the sex and Buck, and a lot of other things. I felt surprisingly proud of myself having lived through that long night, hardly like a whore that had just accepted two-thousand dollars for a night’s work. I wondered where my self-reproach had vanished to, because there was little in me that judged the moral decay to which I’d succumbed.


  Arriving home at nearly eleven that evening, I hiked to Nathan’s cottage by flashlight and was warmed by the smile on his face when he saw me at his door. I didn’t have to say anything for him to know what had happened to me. Sleeping in his arms all night, I was dead to the world until well after dawn the next morning.


  


  ***


  


  With a bruised ass and a sore cunt and anus, I nursed my body for several days with bubble baths and lazy beach walks. When I gathered the mail the second day back however, one piece made my hands quake immediately. The return address was The Bridgeway Center Associates.


  I met Nathan in the usual place later that day, the first time since I’d slept in his arms that first night back from New Orleans.


  “I have job offer in Marin,” I informed him


  “So you’re going to move back?” he asked.


  “If I take the job.”


  “You’re ready,” he said.


  “You think I am?”


  “It’s not mine to decide, Cassandra. But you can’t stay here forever. You need to take your sexual awakening back to the real world with real people.”


  “Are you saying you’re not real?” I wondered.


  “Am I?” he queried. As evasive about himself as ever.


  I had the feeling that we wouldn’t be together again, and that thought left me a little sad but not upset. Change is necessary; that I’d always believed, and I was sure that Nathan would concur.




  Chapter Nine


  


  The door to my clean, bright office at Bridgeway Center rattled with his knock.


  “Come in.”


  The door pushed open, the man entering frightened me at first, or perhaps it was just the odd illusion that he was Buck and Nathan blended into one imperious form. The fact that he didn’t look much like either man seemed to make no difference to my shocked response. Much taller than Nathan, the resemblance was only that he had an ageless look to him: that certain something many men of forty cultivate into handsomeness that lasts them for years. His brown/black hair was showing gray about the temples. And he sported a neat mustache, a close clipped full beard eyes that were like two beams of dark light penetrating mine as if they were on an exploration of my soul. I thought that my lover/guru had suddenly leapt into a different body and was checking up on me at my new post. But the man in front of me was like Buck too, for his size and the energetic sexual heat that emanated from his encompassing aura.


  I must have looked aghast, because he looked at me so oddly.


  “Ms. Nightengale?”


  “Yes, I am.” I rose from my chair, as though I was meeting royalty and it was required.


  “Oliver Dancer,” he said approaching my desk and reaching out his hand for me to shake.


  That explained a lot. The formidable head and founder of Bridgeway, that everyone seemed to revere but fear as well, introduced himself to me—now five weeks since I started at Bridgeway. That’s not to say he was rude having waited so long to make himself known to me. He’d been in Europe at a conference and on vacation, so it had been explained.


  “My pleasure,” I said, gathering enough aplomb to smile.


  He sat down in front of me and cocked his head just slightly.


  “I’ve heard some amazing things about you,” he began.


  “You have? And what would they be?”


  “Your style of work, your theories, your counseling techniques, not to mention the fact that you are a stunning woman.”


  “Oh, so you flirt too,” I said, going on the offense.


  “My compliment bothers you?” he asked.


  “Not at all,” I said honestly.


  “Good, I don’t put up with politically correct nonsense.”


  “I see.”


  I wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. On the one hand I knew Oliver Dancer to be a painstaking and demanding leader in his domain. His staff as much as said so. Yes, they revered him, but they knew him as a practical man, an efficient businessman and a most astute observer of human behavior and the human mind. I was looking forward to a symposium that he’d chair the end of the month.


  “I’m particularly impressed with your work on sexual dysfunction,” he said.


  “And how would you know that?” I asked curiously.


  He smiled, looking as if he didn’t know exactly how to frame his reply, then went right ahead. He’d never be less than direct. “You’re counseling my daughter, Ophelia.”


  “Ah, yes. She’s a lovely young woman.”


  “With a host of insecurities, I’m afraid,” he said, looking a bit chagrined as a parent might. “She raves about you however, and seems to be coming out of her shell. I believe it’s only been a couple of weeks.”


  “I hardly work miracles, if that’s what you’re implying.”


  “But you have come highly recommended, and so far it seems you’re fitting in quite nicely here.”


  “It’s refreshing to be back at work, Mr. Dancer.”


  “Do call me Oliver.”


  “And I’m Cassandra,” I said.


  “Cassandra.” He nodded. “A lot behind that name.” There it was again, that Nathan, I’m going to strip you down to your soul look. “I understand that you’re divorced from Peter Percival in the last year?”


  “Yes, you must know him.”


  “We’ve been in the same conference room on occasion,” he said, obviously holding back.


  “And you don’t care for Peter,” I surmised.


  “I’ve never been a fan of his work. But I did find recent papers you’d written to have taken Percival’s style and embellished it admirably. Though what you’re doing here improves on that even more. At least what I know of it.”


  “Thank you. I have had other teachers than Peter,” I acknowledged, thinking of Nathan, where I’d received such an education on sexual matters. Not that I could do with my clients what he did with me, I was finding that much of his philosophy was rubbing off in my counseling sessions, all to good effect.


  “Yes, and we can discuss that over some braised duck and a bottle of wine,” Oliver said.


  “Are you asking me out?” I questioned him.


  “Is asking necessary?”


  Such audacity to assume so much. Again how it reminded me of Nathan, and Buck too. “We’ll have dinner Saturday evening and discuss your work.”


  “No, no. I’m afraid I can’t. I have a trip to Tahoe planned.”


  He wasn’t upset. “Then the following week.”


  “Certainly. Check with me after I return.”


  I could sense that he wasn’t a man used to being put off. But I wasn’t about to let him dictate my personal time as well as my hours at work. I did find him gloriously arousing, something I welcomed in the middle of my new world, even if it disturbed me that I was having romantic inclinations toward the head of another psychological organization. Oliver was certainly different than Peter, but I didn’t want to find myself again consumed by a man that would take my mind and manipulate it the way my ex-husband had. I had the feeling however, that Oliver Dancer might offer a much different kind of manipulation than I ever experienced from Peter.


  


  ***


  


  Betsy had me on a commuter flight to Reno Saturday morning. This the first date I’d had since Buck and James, I found myself even more nervous than I’d been on that first one. Betsy was already in Tahoe, had been there for days having the time of her life, so she told me. That meant I was flying alone, scheduled to meet my date for the weekend at the airport. The man recognized me by a pin Betsy had me wear.


  “Xana?” I heard the voice before I saw him and turned to see a mellow looking businessman in a neat gray suit, with short black hair and a winter tan, motioning to me. He had his arm around my waist once I was at his side, a move designed to suggest he was taking control. That I expected. All Betsy had primed me for was to submit. “Fight this bastard and you’re doomed,” she’d said.


  “Why do I want to bother?” I asked.


  “Because he’s terribly inventive. You’ll love him. Much more creative than Buck and James.”


  “But as much fun?”


  “You’re not going to have fun, you’re going to work. The money’s outstanding, and yeah, if you take in the right spirit it’s not so much fun as breathtaking.”


  Leading me to a corner of the airport, out of the way, my “date” clamped a thick bracelet on my wrist. It was inconspicuous enough once my jacket sleeve dropped back over it, though every time I raised my arm just slightly, I could see the manacle looking like an obvious piece of S&M hardware. Handing me a bag, he whispered in my ear. “There’s a leather harness inside. Put it on in the ladies room and I’ll wait for you here.”


  I was tempted to question him, but considered it a silly idea. He was dead serious.


  Unfortunately the harness required me to remove every stitch of clothes I had on in order to get it on. The black leather straps fit through my crotch like panties, making my labia look all the more prominent. Straps climbed up my belly to the waist band, then criss-crossed over and under my breasts to frame them. A low collar held it in place at the top. It wasn’t possible to move without feeling the restrictive garment, certainly designed to play mind-games, feeding me each second I breathed the reminder that I was slave to this man for two days. While I followed my date’s instructions, there were women going in and out of the restroom, flushing toilets and rinsing hands. I kept my stall occupied for nearly ten minutes, getting every strap in the right place. I could only view myself in the chrome fixtures of the bathroom stall. But the distorted glimpse of my body was enough to make me want to get back inside my clothes as quickly as possible.


  “You’re tardy, Ms. Nightengale,” the man said when I joined him again.


  “It was a complex order,” I mentioned.


  “So it was,” he replied dispassionately. In the semi-privacy of an airport phone booth, he undid the button of my suit jacket and then a center button of my blouse. “I’d hoped this would work,” he said, as he reached inside to where I was wearing just his harness. He’d found a nipple. Before I understood what was happening, I felt a twinge on that nipple, and then a more distinct pressure that at first made me wince. “Not too tight is it?” he asked.


  I could have easily said ‘yes’, but I shook my head ‘no’.


  “Good.”


  The nipple clamp was attached to a chain which went outside my blouse, dangled inside my suit jacket, and then was attached to the bracelet at my wrist. Such a devious scheme, every time I moved my hand the chain jerked my nipple, and it seemed as if the nipple clamp tightened. Walking through the airport to the limo waiting outside, each step of the way was marked by the most unusual sensations, some erotic, others painful. The undercurrent throughout was a steady ache where the clamp was attached to my fragile flesh. Ever present at my side, the man beside me hustled me officiously as if I was his property.


  “My name is Everett. You’ll call me, ‘sir.’ I’ve been led to believe that you’re fresh in the S&M and circles, but quite accommodating. Buck Macharie recommends you.”


  I nodded, thinking it inappropriate to comment further. While I found it interesting that he knew my last date, I didn’t have the courage to find out how until he withdrew a photograph from his pocket. There I was on Buck’s lap, one of James’s pictures.


  “You know about my last date,” I remarked.


  This was all new. Betsy hadn’t revealed any of this to me. Only then did I wonder how many other people were in possession of photographs of me. How many places might I be recognized, might the clear features of my face be known.


  “Betsy’s told you to be compliant?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Appropriate advice. I don’t pay women unless they obey me without question.” That hardly surprised me. “Now part your legs,” he ordered. I did as I was told. Though I still wore thigh high hose, there were obviously no panties between Everett’s hand and my pubic flesh. Reaching inside, I felt him tug the outer labia hard, pulling them even further away from the straps between my thighs. Sufficient for his needs, he withdrew a pair of clamps like the one on my nipples. These opened to attach to a pinch of flesh and they screwed down to keep tight. Affixing these on either labia with a chain between, I took the gesture as just another indication of his mastery over me, though I was startled to find him drawing out another chain that attached to this one. It might have dangled down past my knees, except that he also clipped this one to the bracelet at my wrist. I would have been mortified to find myself so arrayed in a public place, but thankfully the limo pulled into a private drive that wound for several hundred yards until it stopped in front of a mountain lodge.


  “Will you be needing me more tonight?” the driver asked.


  “No, Trace, but about noon tomorrow.”


  Led to the house, with clamps in two private places, a submissive’s restraint on my wrist, the moment I was inside, I realized that I was no more than a party favor for the men on the other side of the door.


  I was prepared for the worst.


  Though the chains had to be detached in order for my clothes to be removed, that happened quickly. Everett stripped me in the front hallway of the lodge, so I’d be ready to serve the needs of his guests attired in my suit of leather straps and nothing more. Once naked, my new jewelry was all reattached and secured. Twists on the clamps that remained at my nipples and labia sent fresh sparks of pain through me, a dull ache lingering for a while after the surge of sensation died off. For a brief time I was presented to a smoke filled room of well-heeled gentlemen in business suits puffing on thick cigars. I gathered by the serious talk that there was more than sexual activity going on the house. The gathering had all the marks of a business meeting. I’d been brought there to be passed around as a diversion from the heady discussions that brought these men together.


  A few eyes lit with interest at my appearance. A few nods of the head followed.


  “This is Xana. She’ll be available in the tower room at your convenience,” Everett explained. A few more nods of the head and my master for the event led me up a winding staircase to the room where I’d spend the next twenty four hours.


  


  To my surprise, my hours as Everett’s sex toy were not as raunchy as the beginning forecast. I had plenty of robust cock in my puss, but only one in my ass. Everett’s of course, and that after several hours being on my back taking one man after another. The activity went in spurts, I’m sure associated with the regularly timed breaks in the meetings below. It was hardly the raucous event I’d been prepared for. Apparently Everett’s associates were not as interested in the darker aspects of my sexual willingness. There were paddles, whips and leather straps hanging on the wall of the tower room, and stocks in the corner if someone wanted to immobilize me, and an array of dildos in a drawer beside the bed. With all those enticements, it was curious that few took advantage of the possibilities.


  Everett didn’t come to me until well after mid-night. Already sore from a half dozen encounters with erections in my puss, I was grateful that Ev was more interested in my behind. With a baton to snap against my thighs and ass when I didn’t move fast enough, he directed me to present myself on hands and knees atop the bed. Once there, he shoved a bolster under my belly and pushed my shoulders to the mattress. Tying my hands behind my back was all the bondage required. My rear was splayed apart as though it was begging for his attention. Slathering my anus with cream, he drove several fingers into the tight space. I screamed with the invasion so abrupt, by then relinquished to the delicious wave of submissive pleasure that swept through every atom in me. Having been primed all evening long by my other suitors, I awaited anxiously for my own moment of pleasure.


  This, of course, was why I needed such sex, why I let Betsy procure these vulgar affairs, why I sold myself, why, beyond the money that was so precious to Betsy and unnecessary to me, I could enjoy being a slut without conscience and restraint. This time I wasn’t even drunk, unless my heightened sexual arousal could be considered drunkenness. It certainly brought out the whore in me, the woman without morals.


  Everett took pictures of my ass after he let loose with a rousing orgasm. Then he made me stay so posed, over the bolster, wrists tied, until my next trick found me there. That one, not bothering to undo my bound wrists, simply turned me over on my back and did to my cunt what Everett’s cock did to my ass. Lying uncomfortably on my hands I begged him to untie me, but he only smirked.


  “I thought that was why you were here,” he said. “Everett told us that you’d do anything we asked.”


  He left me too. And sometime later another man, more compassionate that the others, let my aching arms go free. The night continued as it had begun in the tower room: Xana, the whore, giving her cunt away for cash; Cassandra, the sexual servant, lost in the mindless erotic vacuum.


  As long as that erotic vacuum lasted I was oblivious to everything but my physical happiness. However, as soon as I was back in Everett’s limo on the way to the airport, looking out at the world merrily going by, with sane people doing sane and normal things, I felt a twinge in my stomach. Regret? Fear? Judgment? Whatever I named it, it took away the little mirth that my delicious emptiness had given me. I wondered why, when I’d been so proud of myself after New Orleans?


  


  ***


  


  “How was your weekend?” Betsy asked, when she phoned me on Sunday night.


  “Interesting,” I said.


  “And how’s that?”


  “I felt more like a whore than I did before.”


  “And that’s bad?”


  “No, just different.”


  “And you didn’t enjoy Ev?”


  “Actually, he was just a minor piece, Betz.”


  “So, will you be ready for another next week?” I could hear the enthusiasm in her voice as she was prepared to send me on another sexual escapade.


  “No, I won’t,” I returned, not hiding my defiance. “And probably not for awhile. I am a respectable working woman again.”


  “Ah, the new ‘institute’,” she exclaimed, the disdain apparent.


  “I’m not sure how these dates fit into my life as psychologist.” That was the truth. All the great sensations and the painful ones aside, this weird lifestyle was out of sync with my new persona at Bridgeway. I didn’t exactly want to give up these escapades, but I was afraid of where they would lead. What I wouldn’t have given for a five minute talk with Nathan, though I had the feeling that I already knew what he’d say. He had a way of remaining in my brain as if he had a permanent place there.


  I could just hear his reply, “Is it a real choice for you, your whoring?”


  I’d say, “yes.”


  “And it feels right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And are you willing to accept the consequences of your choice?”


  “That I’m not sure of,” I’d reply honestly.


  “And why’s that?”


  I don’t know how many times I’d repeated that phrase inside my head, “If other people knew.”


  “Are you going to let other people dictate your life?” Nathan would ask.


  “No, but I’m not sure that Bridgeway and Oliver Dancer would appreciate having a whore on staff.”


  “So, you think they’ll find out?”


  “Probably not. But wouldn’t it be wise to consider that possibility?”


  “Perhaps, especially if you don’t think you could handle the judgment if they do.”


  “There is one other thing,” I’d say. There’d been another nagging thought in my head.


  “What’s that?”


  “Love,” I’d tell him. “There’s no way to be loved taking cash for sex,” I’d say.


  “And it’s love you’re looking for?” he’d query me.


  “Yes,” I’d reply.


  Nathan would leave the conversation open-ended, my choices up to me, and I’d be back in the same quandary I was in trying to explain myself to Betsy.


  “We’ll see,” I finally told her. “But just one thing…”


  “What’s that?”


  “No more photographs.”


  “That bothers you?”


  “Yes, especially when I found out that the ones James took were passed around.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” she said, as if that was a thought she’d discard as soon as our conversation was over.


  When I hung up, I vowed that she wouldn’t talk me into another date, despite sex, my desire and Nathan. I needed to put that interlude of my life aside and return to my life. Besides, I was seeking more than sexual thrills. As much as Peter had been sexually cold, he’d been affectionately distant. If I could have the heated sex, I also desired the passionate love. Having found the sex, I believed that love was possible too.




  Chapter Ten


  


  Just three days back from Reno, Oliver Dancer stormed into my office. “Ms. Nightengale, we need to talk. It’s your choice. In my office now or dinner tonight?” It was the strangest dinner proposal I’d ever had. Considering the way his eyes flashed angrily and the firm and forceful tone of his voice, I expected that I was about to have the dressing down of my life.


  “Why do I feel like a naughty child?” I asked him.


  “Oh, is that how you feel?” he asked. “Perhaps you should.” Eyebrows raised, his dark eyes bore into me as if he was casting a spell, an evil one, across my thoughts. “What will it be?”


  “Perhaps you could tell me the nature of this meeting, Mr. Dancer,” I said in my calm psychologist’s voice.


  “I’ll tell you over dinner or in my office.” Not content with the effect of this burrowing eyes, he leaned on the front of my desk, coming so close it felt as if he was scooping me up in his angry mood. My response: I was quaking without wanting to feel daunted by his theatrics.


  “Dinner then,” I said, figuring that at least some of his wrath would have to die away by the time we got to dinner.


  


  Two hours later, I discovered that my prediction for Oliver Dancer’s demeanor was both right and wrong. Yes, he looked less furious, but no, he was still passionate about something involving me. And to my dismay he strung me along telling me nothing of his purpose for the dinner until he was ready. If I’d opted for a confrontation in his office, I would have been better off. Perhaps this was my penance.


  “You know, you are a brash and demanding man,” I told him frankly, while I waited for him to tell me what was on his mind. I sipped from a glass of Zinfandel, trying to relax. Unfortunately since he picked me up that evening, I’d been shivering in the abiding coldness of his attitude. My comment was meant solely to get the man talking.


  Looking up at me, peering rather, over the wire rimmed glasses he used to read the menu, the coldness prevailed as he replied. “Why do I think you like brash and demanding?” he asked.


  I was startled by the comment, not sure what he meant. “I don’t know why you’d say that,” I finally said, regaining a little poise.


  “You want to know what’s upset me?” he asked. Then, he was looking directly at me, the menu on the table, his glasses in his hand, his eyes quite intently appraising me.


  “You have some explaining to do about your sexual theories and your counseling practice.”


  Hearing that, I breathed a sigh of relief. Was that all? There were far more frightening possibilities racing through my head. Like what if he found out what I’d done during the weekend.


  “What do you need explained?” I asked.


  “You’ve encouraged my daughter’s irresponsible behavior.”


  “Oh? You praised the results just a week ago,” I reminded him.


  “That was until Ophelia decided to move out of the house.”


  “She’s twenty. That’s old enough for a move.”


  “And quitting college?” His eyes flickered in anger.


  “She hates it.”


  “Seems that she hates a good deal of her life.”


  “She’s just making some changes. Rearranging a few things.” I found his attitude amusing.


  “With a hatchet?” he asked.


  I laughed. “You’re just a father that’s loosing control.”


  “What you’ve taught her is indiscretion and haste. I don’t think this move is wise at all.”


  “She must be moving in with her boyfriend,” I surmised as I remembered my last conversation with the confused but still level-headed young woman. I’d had several conversations with Oliver’s daughter about her father’s objections to the man she loved.


  “She says that she’s looking for sexual fulfillment. Needs to discover her creative muse. She plans to paint,” he said with some disdain. “Of course I suppose you know all this since you hatched this plot.”


  “You know, you’re quite a sight for an enlightened man. I guess it’s true that when the issue is your own, you lose all perspective on it. If you were in my shoes you’d have prescribed the same thing. Though don’t get me wrong, I prescribed nothing. Ophelia’s decisions are her own.”


  “She credits you with them.”


  “I’m just a temporary guru, but believe me she’s done her own work.”


  “And you applaud her irresponsibility?”


  “I applaud her getting real with herself. She’s a fountain of sexual energy that needs some place to explode. She has a good sexual relationship with Stephen, as far as I can see, and what I’ve seen of her painting, it has merit. It’ll serve her a lot better than wasting her time in pre-law. Being on her own away from you wouldn’t hurt either.”


  “That’s pretty damn ballsy of you,” he exclaimed.


  “As if you aren’t pretty damn ballsy yourself.”


  “You must think I’m overbearing with my daughter?”


  “You know you are.” I realized speaking so boldly now how my body warmed and my confidence surfaced. The conversation was a piece of cake. Nathan would be proud.


  “She has no future,” he went on, his voice rising far above a comfortable level in the intimate restaurant where we dined.


  “She has her life,” I shot back immediately. “And knows now what forces drive her.” In my own small way, I considered Ophelia Dancer my protégé, since she’d picked up so readily on my suggestions to open her repressed sexual energy and she’d acted on them so positively. I wasn’t going to share that with Oliver, though I silently nurtured the feeling of triumph.


  “You know she’s planning to have her genitals pierced?” he went on.


  “Oh, my, I didn’t,” I said with a smile, thinking how brave that was.


  “She’s telling me how important it is to make a sexual statement.”


  I thought about that for a moment, the fact dawning on me that my sex-for-cash dates were the statement that marked my own sexual resurrection. “Sometimes you have to do things that mark your changes, or you’ll forget them,” I commented. “I have the feeling that Ophelia is marking hers that way.”


  “You have no restraints do you?” Oliver remarked.


  I wanted to say, “of course I do.”, but the words couldn’t have been pried from my lips.


  “When it comes to Ophelia, restraint is hardly necessary, she’s been pent-up so long, she needs to swing the pendulum wide. She’ll return to a middle ground once she’s had her rebellion.”


  “Is that what happened to you?” he asked.


  I looked at him directly, thinking how good it would feel to answer honestly. “Yes,” I said, not batting an eye.


  Oliver, bit by bit, softened. My words diffused his anger, though I knew he wasn’t happy about his daughter. I also knew that like all parents, at least the ones that want to keep their relationships with their children, he’d adjust. And yet, as I sat there I sensed something more about the man’s demeanor that I didn’t yet understand. He had more on his mind and was carefully gauging himself. I was also aware of my personal response to him, seeing this streak of vulnerability in the invulnerable man. I wanted to see more.


  “I suppose, Ms. Nightengale,” he said, as we were drinking coffee and relishing the last of the French tarts in front of us, “in light of your enlightened view of sexual expression, that you won’t mind taking care of the sexual matters between us.”


  “Sexual matters?” I said stepping cautiously.


  I could tell he was no longer defensive or vulnerable, and that worried me. “You like it rough, don’t you?” he said after some prickly moments of psychic scrutiny.


  My eyes must have registered my shock. It was his turn to smile at me in triumph.


  “Yes, I do. But how would you know that?”


  “Let’s just say that I’ve had enough sexual experience with submissively inclined women to recognize the mood they give off.”


  “So are you propositioning me?” I asked a little stunned by his observations, even though the conversation was decidedly arousing.


  “I’m suggesting that we both knew the first day we met that we were bound to end up in bed—or at least coupling in some sexual way.”


  “We did?”


  “Oh, yes,” he assured me.


  “So, you want to make love?” I said still trying to keep my distance while I got used to what he suggested. I could hardly disguise the fact that I was interested, but seduced so soon?


  “No,” Oliver stated flatly. “I want to fuck you.”


  I sat for some time staring at the man, knowing that how he effected me the first day I lay eyes on him had not substantially changed. Like Nathan, like Buck, even like Everett, his power to control me was so obvious that we both knew how a night together would proceed. How it would end didn’t particularly matter. I guess I’d wanted to avoid these personal feelings, but Oliver wasn’t that easy on me. In that way he was so much like Nathan and Betsy too. But this being nothing like sex-for-cash, I wasn’t sure what to say. “So if I let you fuck me,” I asked, “what does it mean?”


  “Whatever you want. But I don’t imagine that the first fuck will be the last.”


  We finished dessert in silence, the last cup of coffee and the last sip of wine.


  


  ***


  


  Though he didn’t make a move until we were at his house, I felt the expectancy and agitation between us soar as we were on our way there. If I was admitting to it then, I’d have known that agitation had been just below the surface of our limited relationship since the very start. Recognizing it belatedly really made no difference, it simply made the chills I felt sitting side by side with him so rich that I knew I’d never be in control of what happened that night. When it was one of my ‘dates’ or Nathan, I was used to surrendering. But with a man from my real life? I would have thought I wanted to maintain some dominion over my fate, but not Oliver. Drawn to him as I was, I wanted to surrender. And this time the surrender was more than sexual.


  From the car, he ushered me quickly into his home, a lovely Victorian row house that resembled the beach house so much I thought for an instant that I was walking into my own territory. I was dismayed to find the interior of Oliver’s as dark and forbidding as the man himself. Inside, I stood in the richly paneled entry while he took my coat. Once hung on the hall-tree, he removed his own jacket, loosen his tie and then unbuttoned his shirt sleeves so he could roll them to his elbows. Apparently ready for what would happen next, he stood before me close, one hand sweeping around my body, his other rising to my chin, which he grabbed between his fingers and held tightly as he stooped to kiss my upraised lips.


  Ravished. It was the only word to describe the way he claimed my body as completely as any man that had purchased me. He kissed me hard while I became like soft molten liquid inside his grasp.


  “Lick my lips,” he ordered—a command that I tentatively followed. “Lick them,” he said again when he wasn’t pleased. And when my efforts were still less than satisfactory to his taste, he pushed me down to the wood floor, withdrew his prick and pressed it to my lips. By then, I was resigned to what had somewhere been preordained. Eagerly taking his rod into my mouth, I was surprised how easily the act was accomplished, from beginning to end. With my hand on the shaft, I worked it hard, while my lips danced on the head and then sucked it with a steady force. His cum splashing on my face remained there afterwards when he pulled me up and refused to let me wipe away the sticky residue. My night had only begun.


  “Let’s see how rough you like it,” Oliver murmured as he led me up the stairs, not to his bedroom, but to a sitting area with a bay window that overlooked the street. The drapes remained open. Bathed in the eerie yellow/orange light from the streetlights outside, Oliver took away my outer clothes with a careful hand. The skirt came first and then the sweater. Left in stockings, garter belt and bra, he liked the look of them and left them be. The panties, however, were tugged at hard. Not giving way, a pocket knife sliced them free and the simple lace was discarded forgotten on his floor. So many times I’d been naked and exposed for men in the last several weeks. So many times I’d braved the treatment with a degree of whimsy and liberation, finding a way within the act to forget what was really happening in favor of experiencing sensation. This in front of Oliver’s eyes, in front of this window looking out, was different.


  Oliver’s examination of my body was more meticulous than other eyes getting their first glance at my physical attributes. His hands, ever present, combed my flesh like I belonged to him. And though I’d felt mauled and used before, this time I felt connected to the hands that perpetrated the fervid exploration. I was exclaiming ‘yes, yes, yes’ in muted tones, asking for more and swaying with the satisfaction.


  “Do you like being bound?” he whispered to me softly. He was behind me, cupping my breasts in his hands, nuzzling my neck with his bearded face. Standing before the window, I might have thought he was displaying me before the world, though there was little way anyone could see inside without examining the window very closely. Still, the idea of being exposed heightened my arousal.


  “Sometimes,” I said, whispering back.


  “And spanked?”


  “Yes,” I replied.


  “Your nipples jerked?” He jerked mine as he asked the question and I struggled to gasp an affirmative answer while the pain remained.


  “I have whips, Cassandra,” he informed me.


  And chains, and dildos and collars and clamps, no doubt, I said to myself. To his words I hummed softly, thinking of how those implements had danced on my body flesh before. He was stroking my ass, a finger sliding down the crack. Then, with a few tentative probings, with those curious fingers going for my anus, I was unceremoniously upended, bent over a tapestry chair, head and shoulders pressed to the seat.


  “Grab the chair legs,” Oliver ordered in a quiet way. He wouldn’t have to raise his voice, he knew I’d do anything he asked.


  Holding on tightly, I took some powerful smacks from his palm to my bare ass. Each was delivered with a force that would have knocked me from my feet, but the effect of each one lingered long after the next was struck. Eager for the another, Oliver couldn’t have missed how I swayed my ass to tease one more smack from his zealous hand.


  “Never ceases to amaze me how right I am about submissive women,” he announced triumphantly.


  I found that statement signaled another kind of torment. Obviously not content to let me feel too much sweetness too soon, he ripped off a dozen smacks on my behind, using an unseen paddle that was hard and merciless as any implement I’d experience on my derriere. Crying out for mercy, he was only more inspired to light into my searing flesh. Only when I relinquished my cries, grit my teeth and bore down to take the punishment in silence, did he finally cease the assault.


  “You do this well, Cassandra Nightengale. Do I detect an experienced submissive?”


  I considered his question rhetorical, and didn’t reply.


  When the paddle dropped, his fingers began their probing again. Both holes felt the penetration, both relaxed and opened wide, both wanted more.


  My ass end was the next orifice to feel the pleasure of his erection. Jabbed succinctly inside the well-worked cavity, I didn’t even scream at the invasion. Perhaps I was finally choosing to let go my fears of anal rape. Lustily enjoying the vigorous fuck, I was breathless and in need of my own release by the time Oliver had ejaculated inside. Toying with myself, with fingers fondling my labia, I might have brought my climax in seconds.


  “I think I’ll make you wait,” Oliver said.


  He’d pulled out of my ass, drawing my head to his sticky penis and insisting that I lick it clean as he teased me. My self-play interrupted I had no choice but to postpone my satisfaction.


  “Hummmm, no,” I murmured, making my protest a gentle one, sure that I didn’t want to say anything to offend this master of my night.


  “You don’t want to wait?” he mocked me.


  “No,” I whispered, as he pulled me to standing. Again behind me, his hands played with my sensitized pubis.


  “But don’t you like to be tortured with your orgasm?”


  “Oh, no,” I exclaimed softly.


  A pinch to my clitoris, the spasm began to brew in earnest. I was just one second from bliss.


  “Wouldn’t you rather let the sensations build more?” he taunted again.


  “Oh, heavens no,” I purred softly. I bucked hard to find his deliberately fickle fingers.


  “I should have you writhe in front of me and beg,” he deliberated. But he didn’t follow his own advice. A few more attentive strokes to my stoked up flesh, ones with purpose and clear intent, I knew my end was on me. When he could just as easily have denied me an orgasm and enjoy the torture, he was kind. Jerking against his hand, I let loose and cried, while he fondled me until I was finished.


  


  It was odd looking outside his house. The street seemed bare and cold, while I was warm and hot, so hot I thought I’d burn up with the fire in me. Enveloped by arms and a fiery body that seemed to know me as well as my first lover, Nathan, I wouldn’t move from that spot even if there was a clapping audience looking up at my satiated body and all I could do was smile back chagrined. As it was, I had been observed. In the house across the street I could made out quite plainly, the form of a man with binoculars in hand, enjoying the sight of my soft swaying flesh.


  “He saw me, didn’t he?” I said.


  “I’m sure he saw it all,” Oliver replied.


  “And you wanted him to?”


  “Of course. What would sex be without such added embellishment?”


  For a long time, Oliver remained behind me, fondling my breasts and belly while his neighbor watched both from afar and with his telescopic augmentation. My mind threatened my body with the fear of turning cold, but Oliver kept me warm, kept me open to the voyeuring eyes of the stranger across the street.


  “Do you suppose he saw you spank my ass?” I asked.


  “I believe he saw everything,” he replied.


  “And you had this planned?”


  “I’ll never admit to that,” he answered. “Now,” he turned me about, “the room down the hallway is mine.” He pushed me away, smacking my ass hard. “Climb into bed and wait for me. I think I’ll spend all night torturing you.”


  


  If the torture was real, it was subtle. No whips and chains and whippings posts, though I don’t doubt that those items and much more of the same thing were located somewhere in his house. Knowing how the man wasted no time asserting his dark passions on me, I figured he found me quite an unexpected find, as I did him. And this was just a gentle initiation. He took my ass so much that night that I was sore, but satisfied. Not once did he enter my cunt, and I wondered why, though it seemed like a question that a good submissive never asks. The fact that our relationship had so quickly changed from professional to sexually personal, on the one hand mortified me, on the other, I was intrigued and wanting more. Oliver was the kind of man I wanted to love. Oh, how my vision of men had changed! Nathan was partially responsible for that, and Buck and James and even Everett.


  After what felt like days, though it was really no more than a few hours of sex, I finally had the nerve tell him what was in one wee corner of my mind since he took me before the window. “I’m looking for more than rough sex,” I said.


  I felt his hand caressing my shoulder as we lay together naked.


  “And so am I,” he said without hesitation.


  “Did you think you’d find it with me?” I wondered.


  “I have instincts about some things.”


  “And what do your instincts tell you?”


  “That we have the makings of something more than sex. That we relate so well on a sexual level is only part of it Cassandra.”


  “I’m beginning to feel that,” I replied. On the soul level something was brewing, something intimate that I’d not felt since Nathan, but this was different and in some ways far beyond that relationship. Perhaps that was why Nathan had come to me, to prepare me for this man. Perhaps Oliver was a fate mapped out long before we ever met on this earthly plane. That seemed a little absurd, though my mind has always had a way of taking grandiose turns, and my heart was cheering on the possibilities with flag-waving zeal.


  “What else do your instincts say?” I asked.


  “You’ve done this before.”


  “Had sex? Of course.”


  “Had submissive sex,” he corrected himself. “It’s not every woman that would respond as you did. You’ve had some training.”


  “Training?” The word sounded odd.


  “You may not call it that. The other dominant men in your life may not have called it that, but it takes training in addition to desire to make a good submissive.


  “So what if I have been ‘trained’?” I said. “My sex life is very personal.” I shuddered to think of the circumstances under which I’d been trained—especially by Buck and Everett. Could I ever share the details of those events with Oliver?


  “I’m sure it is,” Oliver agreed, “But you understand, for us to continue, you’ll have to tell me all about it.”


  “And why’s that?” I asked.


  “Isn’t that a major tenant of your counseling practice. Seems to me I recall Ophelia telling me how you encourage full disclosure.”


  Feeling threatened for the first time since I’d given myself to him, I was tempted to draw away. An old pattern. “You know, you have me backed into a corner,” I finally admitted, acknowledging my fear.


  “So I have.” I’m sure if I’d seen his face, he’d be gloating, being the kind of man that always liked to prove himself right.


  “But honesty only happens with people you trust,” I reminded him.


  “Trust begins with honesty,” he reminded me in return.


  “Yes, a little bit at a time,” I said. “I’m not sure either one of us would like to know the whole truth about the other all at once.”


  “You might be right there,” he conceded. “Though I’d never make a commitment to a woman until I knew everything about her.”


  “Everything?”


  “Well nearly everything,” he said, as if he was trying to lighten the conversation.


  “Sounds like you. Go for the jugular, right off,” I observed. I turned on my side so I could see his face in the dawn’s gray light.


  “It’s in my nature,” he said turning to me. “I don’t tiptoe anywhere. And I don’t want to start a relationship with you by being vague about what I need.”


  “I don’t think you need to worry on that account. You’ve been quite explicit.” I consulted my inner voices about Oliver Dancer, wondering why I felt so at risk and so nurtured by the man. Though he was much like Nathan, I knew from the outset with my lover/guru that there’d be no enduring relationship, he was the rescuer of my soul. “So how long do you think it will take for us reveal our deep dark secrets?” I asked. In the back of my mind I had the feeling that we’d be together forever once we put all the pieces into place.


  “As long as it takes,” he replied, drawing me closer so I was practically lying on top of him. I felt so small in his hands, lying affectionately against his warm chest, his soft beard caressing my face, his lips touching me tenderly.


  “So no commitments until then?” I asked.


  “No commitments,” he agreed. “Except when you’re in bed with me, then I want you completely and nothing less.”


  “Like it’s been tonight?”


  “Exactly,” he said.


  I saw indifference in his expression, though it was a warm indifference, like I mattered to him as long as I submitted to his terms. What he’d offer me when I did was his total self. He looked a bit like a jovial imp, but behind his mirth was pure power. I liked the feel of him, every bit of his lively, mysterious and dominant nature, even if it did threaten me, even if his request for total honesty would leave me trembling in my shoes by the light of day. I knew I’d eventually succumb to that total honesty as long as I had him prodding me, but there were those pieces of me that I’d avoid until the very bitter end.


  


  ***


  


  Two weeks later when I was in my office, Oliver barged in sweeping away all thoughts I had about by next client. I’d hardly seen him since our first night. Though that hadn’t changed the fact that I practically felt wedded to him.


  The day before he left for a conference, we had a second, much briefer sexual encounter. That day, interrupting me in the middle of a client’s session, he called to demand I wear something sexy of my choice; we’d go out dancing and “likely screw in a compromising place.” His blunt comments always startled me and took some getting used to. But after acknowledging this demand, I followed his specific orders, and turned out that evening looking “presentable”, to use his word, in a short, tight-fitting blue dress that I’d bought for one of Betsy’s weekends, though I’d never worn it. We danced all right, his hands all over me in the smoky darkness of the sultry bar. Because there were so many bodies jammed together on the small dance floor, no one seemed to notice the way Oliver’s hands tried to strip me of my clothes while we moved hips on hips. When he finally forced me through the crowd to the bar’s back hallway, I was quaking nervously the whole time he had me jammed into a tiny alcove, skirt raised, hard dick going inside as he lifted my body to the right height and pinned me to the wall. Sure someone would find us there and order us out, I was relieved when only one person happened by our impromptu fuck. That man more admired the act than judged it. Oliver offered me the opportunity to orgasm right there in the alcove, but I declined out of modestly. He just laughed thinking it was a damned lovely joke. “You’ll be masturbating before this night’s over,” he whispered in my ear, chuckling. Of course I would be. I, with my vagina dripping cum, was led back to the dance floor to continue dancing.


  Now as Oliver addressed me in my office, I stared up at his brusque and handsome face. I couldn’t help but think about the hot time I’d had with myself after Oliver dropped me off that night. The entire masturbation I was thinking of what it might have been like to have been brought off in that alcove with someone watching.


  “You free for lunch?” he asked me.


  “In an hour,” I said looking at my watch.


  “Good, now that I’m back, we have some matters to discuss.”


  He was sounding officious and almost too professional, though I know he was talking about personal things.


  


  We lunched in the corner booth of a noisy diner. It wasn’t even particularly quaint; but grimy from the vast quantities of grease produced each day. They did, however, make the best hamburgers that anyone could remember.


  “I spent quite some time with Peter Percival the past few days,” he started out the conversation just after we’d been served our burgers.


  “Oh, my,” I replied concerned. I took a gulp of coke to keep from choking.


  “He’s a real prick, isn’t he?” Oliver suggested.


  I laughed.


  “And a frozen one at that,” he added.


  “You’re right on both counts,” I agreed.


  “So how did you come to prefer whips, chains and anal sex to romance?” Good thing I hadn’t taken my next bite, I would have certainly choked on it.


  “I never said I did,” I finally answered.


  “Like I’ve said before, some things you don’t have to say,” he retorted easily. “So, why submissive, and why the masochistic streak? And who trained you to surrender so well?” Such a load of questions all at once. In the middle of the day in a china clattering diner, it seemed out of place. Though with Oliver the question seemed as natural as talking about the weather. A glass broke behind the counter, but I paid no mind. Oliver and I had quickly carved out a tiny portion of the restaurant for our own and nothing seemed capable of intruding.


  “Why? I couldn’t tell you if I tried. How I came to enjoy submissive sex, maybe ….” I was hedging miserably and he didn’t like it.


  “Percival is a cold prick, he seems to think that you’re a cold cunt.”


  “You talked to him about me?”


  “Funny what you do when you have time to kill.”


  “What else did he say?”


  “Just that he thought you needed therapy.”


  That incensed me. “For what reason?”


  “Sexual dysfunction.”


  “He’s the one that needs the therapy,” I snapped.


  “So, “how” did you change?”


  I gazed at him, warmed by his expression. He’d taken my hand, backed off from a direct order and just looked at me with so much kindness I thought I might be talking to a priest—though Oliver would hardly qualify as a priest.


  “The “how” was a man, Nathan. I met him at the beach house and he schooled me … I’d hardly call it ‘trained’.” I sought the right words to describe my journey. “You might say he schooled me in the art of being alive.”


  With that remark Oliver’s expression was genuinely respectful. “Your lover.”


  “And guide. He was strange. Sometimes I don’t even think he’s real, but he was there in the flesh when I needed him.”


  “A good lover?”


  “Yes, and a very demanding one.”


  “Knowing what you needed.”


  “Obviously. He did everything from spank me, to bind me, to well … everything. I found out what pleasure is, and more than that, I found out the woman that I am.”


  “Seems you had your sex therapy,” he observed.


  “The best therapy I’ve ever had. Actually the only one that ever worked for me.”


  “Perhaps that’s impacted your professional life. Why you don’t sound much like a graduate of the Percival Institute.”


  I smiled, amused by the inference. “Such an astute man you are.”


  “So you miss Nathan?” he asked.


  I shook my head “no.” “He wasn’t the kind of man to be in my life forever. He may still be on the beach when I go back, but sometimes I wonder. I can’t really explain why, but for all the intimacy we shared, I was never emotionally attached to him. Maybe because he never shared himself with me. I don’t know what I gave him, if anything. He sometimes seems more like a diabolical angel than a man. When I got this job, we both knew it was time for me to move ahead.”


  “So, tell me how he conquered your fears,” Oliver continued. The look on his face was pure devotion, something so sweet I knew it would draw the reluctant honesty from me. I surprised myself how frank I could be telling him about my sexual education from Nathan. Laying out the journey I’d taken piece by piece, we talked far longer than any normal hour lunch. When I glanced at my watch it was nearly three, and had to hurry to make it back for an afternoon appointment.


  


  Walking me to my office door, I felt the warmth of Oliver’s arm around my waist—an affectionate gesture that I questioned in this professional venue, but I wasn’t about to decline the affection.


  “Your tale intrigues me,” he said. “You’ll have to tell me the rest, tonight.”


  “You’re not going tell me what you think?” I asked.


  “No.” He shook his head and smiled. “Not yet.”


  Drifting away from me, I watched him amble toward the main waiting room then turn around and smile tenderly. Everything he did, every gesture, every smile, every sexual act and innuendo only confirmed my growing affection for Oliver Dancer. I was beginning to feel content with him and the real, not pipe-dream possibility, that I might be with him for a long time. Yet, there was still much to fear, much still unsaid.




  Chapter Eleven


  


  While I was contemplating what I would tell Oliver next, while those thoughts consumed me all day long, Oliver’s thoughts were turned to something quite different. When I arrived at his house that evening—by taxi as he instructed—it was only sex on his mind. For me, that was a relief. I guess I wasn’t ready for another serious discussion.


  “Are you aroused?” he asked me, when he took my coat from me in the foyer.


  “Yes,” I replied truthfully, not really expecting him to so quickly move to something sexual.


  “So, what would you have me do tonight?” he inquired.


  “You’re asking me?” I was wide-eyed and bewildered.


  “Yes, I’m asking you. You have your fantasies, women like you always do. I want to know what would arouse you.” Seeing that I was too astounded to reply, he moved me into a downstairs sitting room that was so welcoming that I couldn’t help but relax. A eclectic mix of paintings greeted me, from a bold contemporary abstract to an exotic jungle Gaugain, to one of a lush Renaissance beauty reclining in a rapturous post-coital reverie. The woman’s ebony tresses mingling freely with those of an auburn haired woman with a coy smile. I think they must have just made love.


  Oliver poured me a glass of brandy and observed me while I tried to answer the question he’d posed. Unused to being put on the spot, I roamed the room with my glass in hand, staring at one painting after another, realizing that each was as sexual as the one before, all in their own distinct way. Other adornments in the room were statues of male and female nudes posed in tantalizing positions. One that struck me in particular rested on a table by the sofa. The form of a reclining woman with legs spread wide was cast in bronze with the figure of her male love about to descend with his mouth to her crotch. Stopping by that table, I stared beyond the statue, noticing a curious array of hardware sitting beside the bronze. Only with careful scrutiny did I determine the purpose of the unusual metal articles.


  “These are clamps,” I said, picking up one of the dreadful looking pieces. Holding it in my hand, I shivered. It was at least three inches long with a complicated looking clip that would feel dreadful cutting into flesh


  “Would you like them on your nipples or labia?” Oliver asked.


  I turned the clamp over in my hand.


  “What if I wanted both?” I asked.


  It hadn’t taken long for the brandy to augment my dizziness, turning off the everyday restraints that kept absurd and kinky sexual thoughts from my mind.


  “You can have both,” he replied.


  “You know I think about such things,” I mused. “I wonder what it would be like to wear these, or even more subdued ones that I could wear around every day. I even think of having my genitals pierced and dangling them over a man’s mouth. He’d be lapping at flesh and metal. Strange companions.” The light-headedness became more distinct the more I lapsed into my personal reveries. Though as the hazy fog around my brain settled in as if it planned to stay, I felt the whore in me rising pleasantly.


  “Go on,” Oliver prompted me after I’d paused for a few contemplative minutes. Another sip of brandy and I was ready.


  “You’d probably do anything I asked, wouldn’t you,” I said. I faced him directly with my question.


  “Whatever is in my power to grant,” he replied.


  “You’d to it here?” I asked, looking around, wondering if this room would suit my fantasies. I was sure it would.


  “This room is perfect since all my equipment is so easily available.”


  “And you’ll bind me?” I asked.


  “Yes, you do like restraints, don’t you?”


  “So I can’t touch myself?”


  “Of course.”


  We eyed each other silently.


  “If that’s what you want then you’d better remove your clothes,” he finally suggested.


  I’d completed my perusal of his room while our conversation had given Oliver the information he wanted. That conversation now finished he waited for me to follow his suggestion. Undressing in front of him, however, was more difficult than I imagined. Each article of clothing that came off, skirt, sweater, bra, panties and stockings was so carefully examined by his remarkable eyes, that I was more nervous than I’d ever been with one of Betsy’s friends. Oliver was making no assumptions, he was taking nothing for granted. And that required of me a personal honesty I’d not had to submit to with those other men.


  Disrobed completely, standing naked before him, his indifferent observation of me changed. His demeanor changed, going from passive to in control, he had my wrists bound behind me in seconds; but not just bound with cuffs I was familiar with. He used a strap that he drew around my waist that buckled behind me, the cuffs part of that wide belt. I relinquished so much freedom of movement that this bondage became more invigorating than any I remember before. Perhaps it was no more confining that Buck’s handiwork; it was my mind that was being trapped as much as my body.


  I pertly sat on a tiny stool Oliver offered me. Just the two soft cushions of my derriere fit on that small space. This, so my pubis could not hide unseen or unavailable. With my legs spread wide and my labia parted in that position, I was shameless to say the least. So splayed, Oliver had full access to my sexual centerpiece down below, just as he had complete access to my nipples above. The first clamps went on that lower place. Two heavy metal grips, resembling c-clamps screwed into the malleable flesh. Securely in place, they applied such weight, I thought my entire pubis would be permanently stretched out. To gaze down seeing these objects dangling from my body, the most precious sensation moved through me like an ocean breaker rising at my belly and then falling in fragmented rivulets on their way to my hands and toes, shoulders and the very top of my head. The pain was minimal, a dull ache, but no sharp bite. More than anything it was steady pressure to remind me of my sexual center while he orked my breasts.


  Turning his attention to the thrust out orbs above, the clamps he applied, unlike the ones below, pinched tight and stung.


  “I… I… I can’t,” I uttered the timid objection.


  “Certainly you can,” Oliver countered readily. “You’ll have what you want and you’ll feel it, or I simply won’t be able to stop.” A man so certain of himself, I couldn’t quarrel with him, certainly not in my vulnerable position.


  By then, the bite in my nipples had subsided. That was fortunate, since Oliver went on to withdraw a half dozen more clamps from a chest of many tortures. These small clips applied at random dug into small pinches of flesh all about my breasts. Each one raised a new sexual charge, caused my hips to buck and the nether clamps to swing. With so many surges of energy coursing through my system, I was sure I’d simply explode into fire.


  I was glad when he blindfolded me so I couldn’t see the next torture, but that next was unlike anything I expected. Not more clamps, or more leather, or even a baton or cane to whip against me. That would have been a natural progression for this scene. No, much more intimate and adventurous than that, Oliver’s hands completed the harassment. Kneeling before me, so I imagined, his fingers began to play with me – first with the clamps and pinchers at my breasts, and then his other hand, found the wetness my body had produced between my legs. While he fondled me, Oliver’s lips touched my lips so tenderly we might have been making love like romantic lovers where our arms could sweep around each other and we could rock happily under sex-warmed sheets. In contrast, Oliver’s gentle touch was matched with a mounting agony as the sensations from the clamps became more intense, pulling my skin, drawing from it pain, and in the case of the weighty pair on my labia, making it feel as if the metal would rip them from my body – and I wouldn’t even care. Such physical joy abounded that I would never stop it.


  As he caressed the wet opening between my legs, I pressed forward to greet his timidly moving fingers. Hungering for one forceful prod or poke that might send me over the edge, I begged him with my body to be more bold. The harder I jerked, the more the pain, the more I wanted. Taken to the edge of this beautiful cliff, I implored him to send me over that precipice. Just on the brink, I thought he’d give me my request, but instead, he completely backed off.


  I was about to cry.


  “You wouldn’t want to come so quickly, would you?”


  I had no answer but the tears in my eyes, which of course he couldn’t see with the blindfold over them.


  Having me rise from the tiny stool just long enough to insert a dildo in my ass, the focus of the stimulation shifted for awhile. Ropes went around my clamped breasts, biding them harshly, the flesh pulled tight. And then with a devious delight, I’m sure, he ripped one clamp after another away. The shooting pain of one unexpected jolt did not subside before another clamp was removed and another shooting sensation was cast downward to my throbbing cunt. Six clamps removed, all but the ones attached to my nipples, and he was prepared to play with me again.


  But then when he felt my pubis, the roar was too great for even Oliver to keep me from climaxing. I came on his hand, his fingers fondling me vigorously. Both outside and in they tore into all the potent blood filled avenues of my crotch and brought out the climax I was eager to know.


  Before the last spasm died off, I was turned about and thrust to the sofa, knees up, shoulders to the cushions. Withdrawing the dildo in my ass, he replaced it with his prick and another anal fuck proceeded. Having primed my ass, it was ready for him. Having used my torrid energy to arouse him, the act was swift. Having me surely submissive and succumbed, I gave him what he needed, and was as satisfied with that as I was with my own ends.


  Before Oliver removed the two remaining clamps and released my hands, he removed the blindfold. I lay on my back and stared at him. Still completely at his mercy, he tugged at each of the clamps and stretched the flesh to absurd lengths.


  “You do like this, don’t you?” he said.


  “Yes.” I was even thinking that he could leave me this way and I wouldn’t mind.


  “I’d like you to have access to all my devices, use them as your playthings, grow accustomed to them, allow them to make you happy.”


  “And you think I want that?” I asked.


  “I’m sure of it. The only price you pay is to show me what’s in this feverish brain of yours.”


  


  ***


  


  I chose a small pair of clamps to wear that night while we ate dinner at his kitchen table. Like snapping mouths these implements had serrated teeth. The spine of each opened so that I could insert whatever amount of flesh felt right. One clamp went over the hood of my clit, the other bound my inner labia together. Not pain, but a dull ache reminded me they were there once I had them on. The clamp on my labia was the more difficult to tolerate, especially when I was seated. Knowing that, Oliver required I simply sit and watch him cook our meal. Though not one word was spoken about the minor travail I was required to endure, we both knew the entire time that these playthings were working me toward another session of sex. I might have had a thick terry robe covering my body, hiding everything from his view, but what was underneath was right at the surface of the meal, the preparations and the eating.


  Feeling inebriated with a second glass of brandy getting into my system, I was bold enough to blurt out what was on my mind as if Oliver had given me truth serum. “I’d like to wear a collar when I’m with you here,” I told him.


  “Oh, and what kind?” he asked.


  “One you’d chose, of course, but one that’s broad, three inches at least. I want to feel it there.” I wondered if I was only asking for this because I was so horny, that I might eat my words the next time I was in his house and the reality of a collar wouldn’t be as lovely as it was at that moment; but it was impossible to hold back the truth. Before we’d finished our meal, Oliver slipped away for a few moments to find the strip of leather I desired. And before I had the chance to take back my words, I had the collar of my imagination fastened about my neck.


  “It’s very becoming,” he said. “You’re sure you want to wear it anytime you’re here?”


  “No, I’m not,” I confessed, laughing a little in my nervousness.


  “Ah, but I think you will. Especially some time when I’m entertaining. What fun it would be to shock a few people with you.”


  I thought of Buck and James and Everett, believing that Oliver was made from the same mold of creative genius as those sexual deviants. Then too, I was the flip side of all of them, me and other women like me, submissives. The fact that Oliver Dancer was my boss were I worked, and so many of the people he knew, knew me, didn’t phase me as much while I was eating the salad and curry in his kitchen as it would when I was back at Bridgeway. Feeling uncomfortable with everything so focused on me, I decided it was time to turn the tables.


  “I’ve told you about me,” I said as I stared at his lovely face. “What about you?”


  “Took you a long time to ask?” he replied, offering me an impish expression.


  “I don’t think we’ve had the time to talk much,” I replied back.


  “You’re right, but we do now.” He cleared his throat, almost as if he was nervous. “I only hope you’ll be as accepting of my tale as I have been of yours.”


  “Honesty, Oliver,” I reminded him. “It’s what we agreed on.”


  “Yes, honesty. And I imagine you’d prefer the blunt version.”


  I ate another bite of the biting curry and waited.


  “My first submissive was my high school girl friend. She was older than me, but had apparently found something interesting about me that lured her. When she asked me to tie her up, I was still a virgin, though I wasn’t after that night. She took me to an old boat house in Marin, right on the water. The place had been abandoned. I don’t know how she discovered it, but it was a perfect spot for a bondage session since there was rope all around the place and plenty of things to tie a female body to. I was instructed to bind her, which I did, pretty cleverly too. Ropes up her cunt, between her ass cheeks and plenty about her breasts so she looked like a mermaid caught in a lagoon full of seaweed. Tying her over a discarded sailboat mast, she wanted me to eat her out. I did as I was told for about ten minutes, but just as she was about to orgasm, this wonderfully despicable idea came to mind to make her wait. I backed off, and she was crying and screaming and trying to kick her way out. I’m sure she thought I was going to leave her, but I never had that in mind. I just wanted to see her suffer. What a brat. By then, my cock was so hard there was only one thing in my mind. Planting it between her thighs I took my pleasure with her while I slapped her ass until it burned. Despite the fact that she was mad as hell when I untied her, she was satisfied. Pouted about it for awhile, but when I made it clear I wasn’t going to be used for her desires unless I got my own taken care of, she smiled. She broke me into the idea that women of your ilk desire to be controlled. I’ve been manipulating, exploiting and satisfying women as a dominant ever since.”


  “That’s quite a story,” I said, truly amazed by his sexual beginnings. “So, is being sexually dominant with women something you do often?” I asked.


  “When I have the chance.”


  “And Ophelia’s mother, was she submissive?”


  “Not since the first date we had. She was drunk that night. Let me tie her up, flail her a bit with a whip I liked to use. I did just about anything I wanted to her. But it was only a night. She sobered up after that. Though I tried to get the submissive out of her for two years, it never really emerged after that one scene. We were married quickly, a mistake I made, thinking that if I could have her legally she’d be more willing to let herself go. I believe now the opposite is true. She’s one of those women that can’t be married and have good sex, and she’s too prim for affairs. There’s not much way she can take pleasure when she’s so busy avoiding what she really wants.”


  “So, you divorced her because of sex?”


  “No. For a while I thought I could assert my sexual needs elsewhere and be happy if the relationship was strong otherwise. But Miriam never could get used to me. And after a while I was miserable compromising myself, so we split up.”


  “Tell me,” I said, “what’s there to get used to about you?”


  “I think by now you’d have that figured out.”


  “Maybe. But I’d like to know what you’d say.”


  “Well … I’m blunt, direct and exceedingly dark. I don’t like to compromise my sexual needs.”


  “I’m glad you don’t, knowing how much I compromised myself with Peter. Though I never even understood it as that at the time. Have there been other relationships since?”


  “Many sexual ones, few anything more than that. I took to the sex clubs after I split with Miriam. S&M is a fetish that brings an amazing array of people together.”


  “You do clubs now?”


  “On occasion. Usually I have a woman or two regulars that I use for sex and that satisfies the immediate physical need.”


  Oliver’s choice of words alarmed me, sounding so unlike the enlightened psychologist I knew him to be. And yet for a submissive, as I was beginning to view myself, those words were enchanting as well.


  “You have regulars now?” I wondered.


  “One.”


  There was a curiously jealous feeling that suddenly grabbed my gut, realizing that I was not Oliver’s only sexual partner. “When did you last see her?”


  “I was with Gabrielle two days ago.”


  “And you’re going to see her again?”


  “Probably.”


  “Is that what you see for me?” I asked. “Becoming a regular?”


  “You know it never has been that,” he said, sounding annoyed. “And don’t get jealous, Cassandra. Because it’s not necessary.”


  “But if we’re building a relationship wouldn’t other affairs and lovers get in the way?”


  “That line of talk is not becoming a submissive,” he said, with a grit to his teeth that made me think he was about to scold me, or even turn me over his knee and punish my bottom. Unfortunately I couldn’t let it go.


  “I guess I’m antiquated in my thinking. I give you everything I have, I don’t like sharing you.”


  “Have you given me everything?” he asked.


  I knew I hadn’t. But I also knew it would be difficult to be honest.


  “I don’t think we’ve had the time.”


  He could concede that. “And good relationships take time,” he said. “I’ll know and so will you when it’s time to make this relationship monogamous.” He could see I didn’t like the response. He wasn’t giving an inch. “I won’t compromise myself,” he reminded me.


  “And Gabrielle, what does she give you?”


  “No more than you. But I’ve had her as a sex partner for two years.”


  “So why not more than sex?”


  “Because she doesn’t want more, and because she can’t be honest with me. Maybe that’s part of her game. She’s always teasing me with the truth. I punish her when she lies. And then she’s as submissive as a lamb. It works for both of us on one level though it’s not a mature relationship.”


  “I can’t see why you’d continue.”


  “Of course you can’t,” he said, chuckling to himself. A fact that I hated. “Perhaps I should have you watch us. Now that would be an honest move, wouldn’t it?”


  “I don’t think I’m ready for it,” I conceded. I hadn’t liked the truth Oliver disclosed, and understood then why he’d warned me before he began.


  “Maybe I won’t give you a choice,” he suggested. “Maybe if we’re being honest, you need to see me with another woman. Maybe you won’t really know me until you do.”


  “Can we save this challenge for another time?” I asked. I was feeling very uncomfortable.


  “Of course.” If I’d been smart that night, I would have told him about Betsy, and Buck and James and Everett. Then he would have known the bottom line facts about me. If I’d been smart. But I wasn’t.




  Chapter Twelve


  


  I was elated with my first beach walk finding Nathan just minutes after I started. Cory was off somewhere, wildly happy to be back at the ocean, just as I was. The break was essential, just to clear my head of everything that was coming down so quickly in my relationship with Oliver.


  Finding Nathan—or Nathan finding me—was exactly what I needed. Sitting on one of our familiar cliff rocks looking out toward the bright horizon, the sun warming places in me that had grown cold, it hardly seemed like I’d been gone from the pristine sands and the sound of rough breakers. How they continued to play inside my head even when I couldn’t hear the ocean roar. If I tuned into them I calmed. And when I tuned my ear to the sound of Nathan’s voice, I could still hear his wisdom speak to me. About some things however, I wanted the sound of his real voice to confirm the truth I understood.


  “What more do I tell him?” I asked him, referring to the dilemma I had with disclosing my sexual truth to Oliver.


  “Everything,” Nathan replied.


  “The prostitution?”


  “Why leave that out? It’s important to you, isn’t it?““But it is the past. Telling him might complicate things.”


  “Just the reason that you need to confess it all. There are many ways to discover the truth, Cassandra. Don’t be surprised by what he might figure out on his own.”


  “You think he knows?”


  “You said yourself that he has uncanny intuition.”


  “But he’s not said a thing.”


  “Then you have nothing to worry about.” Obviously Nathan and I didn’t have the same concerns. His concerns were with the truth, mine my fears.


  “May I spend the night with you?” I asked, realizing how I was aroused sitting beside him. I wanted the vibration of his firm body lying side by side with mine.


  “No,” he answered. “You sleep with yourself and think about what you need to do.”


  “You’re a hard man,” I asserted.


  “Life’s choices are often not easy, but the real ones are always the simplest to understand.”




  Chapter Thirteen


  


  For three months Oliver Dancer and I played with our relationship. The sweetness of it sometimes overwhelmed me. The belief that he loved me to my very core filled me full. And the sex was more than it could have been with Nathan because at those moments, Oliver was wholly committed to me, completely inside me asking for and receiving, and then giving back. When we were not intimate lovers, we were intimate professional associates, and when we weren’t professional associates, we were intimate friends exchanging more than sex and psychology. Some of our times together were profoundly erotic without being physical. Like the time we spent the day taking in art galleries in the tiny neighborhoods around the city. His hand would be on me, but only tentatively as though it was a first date and he was awkward and inexperienced. One night he took me to an S&M club and we watched. Not once did his lips kiss my body, or a finger touch me anywhere in a sexually provocative way. I was provoked however, seeing scenes of sexual darkness, dominance/submissive, devastatingly nasty deeds bring out pleasure, just as I’d had that pleasure brought out in me. That night was one of Oliver’s more glorious tortures. I know he wondered if I could remain submissive in the midst of it and I didn’t disappoint him.


  Only Gabrielle loomed as a shadow over the beginnings of my first months with Oliver. He met her once a week, occasionally twice. I always knew about those nights because he remained faithful to his practice of honesty. I can’t say as much for myself.


  When Betsy called one day, midway through those first weeks, and offered me a little job, I accepted, having just been told by an officious and over-bearing Oliver that the date we’d planned would have to be canceled. Gabrielle had returned from a week’s vacation and it was time for him to see her. We could have fought to a miserable conclusion that afternoon he announced the change of plans in my office, but I begged off, figuring that there was no way I was going to win this small battle. Winning the war was more important to me, even though I wasn’t sure how to accomplish that. Still, being angry, Betsy’s call was a cure for my misery.


  I met a charming man in Phoenix who bought my services for a night and a day. His fetish was my breasts. Having bought a leather halter that I wore the entire time I was with him, they remained in the garment pushed high and available for whatever nastiness he planned to wreak on me. He used clamps on them liberally drew lines against the white flesh with a sharp knife. He didn’t exactly cut the skin, but raised a wondrously prickly sensation that made me ask for more. Clamps, pinchers and suction cups played havoc with my nipples. And when we were out for dinner—of course my breasts were covered with something to make them presentable in public—he unbuttoned my blouse right in the middle of the restaurant and attached clamps and a chain, so that anyone looking closely could see the glint of silver through the sheer fabric. I bore that embarrassment with as much poise as possible finding only one voyeur aware of the act. That man looked on with judgment so it almost made me blush until I realized that my date knew the man. This scene was set-up deliberately to exhibit me. After the dinner, I was given to that voyeur for his use in the back seat of his limousine. I finally pried myself from the small space at his feet only after I’d thoroughly massaged his prick with my mouth.


  Once my date had had his fill of torturing my breasts and giving me to the other man, he drilled my cunt hard three times before my stint was over. For a change from Oliver’s exclusive use of my ass I was in heaven each time, even if the man’s cock that screwed me was so big I hurt when he was finished.


  I left Phoenix with a sore and satisfied cunt and marks on my breasts that would take nearly a week to vanish completely. When Oliver saw them a few days later he asked how they got there, and I lied. “I put them there myself,” I said.


  “How’s that?” he asked.


  “I was angry with you over Gabrielle,” I explained. “And I gave into my own darkness. It’s amazing what clamps and a knife can do, and with so little effort.” My story was partially the truth.


  “That must be something to see,” he observed. I’m not sure he believed me, but I knew I wouldn’t be offering any other explanation than that.


  The furor over Gabrielle and my marked breasts died down for awhile. For the next month, maybe six weeks I had Oliver to myself. He didn’t mention any nights with Gabrielle, and gave me no other tell-tale signs. Perhaps she’d been away again. For me those weeks were bliss.


  


  My sexual rendezvous with Oliver happened several times a week, sometimes at odds hours. When he knocked on my door one night, the first time he’d ever been at my apartment, I was anxious answering, having no idea that he’d be on the other side. In my sleepy stupor I watched him for several minutes as he carefully inspected my few rooms, noting the clutter than I hadn’t cleaned in some days. He said nothing until he turned back to me. “As charming as you are,” he announced.


  “So you interrupt my sleep just to inspect my apartment and give it your blessing?” I asked.


  “No. Actually I came here for sex.”


  “And I thought you were dead tired. You said as much before I left the center today.”


  “I’ve been rejuvenated.”


  “How’s that?”


  “A young woman I used to master called me this evening. She needed some reassurance for her seamy plans. The conversation was so inspiring, I immediately thought of you.”


  “Should I take that as a compliment, or will you just be screwing me and thinking of her?”


  “Does it really matter?” he asked.


  That was not what I wanted him to say. “I’m not sure.”


  “Bringing my lust to you, Cassandra, should be a compliment.”


  “Well, then I’ll take it as one,” I said. It was a relinquishing gesture, offered because I was sure that I couldn’t win any argument with him. Considering how my body was reacting to his presence, I wanted sex as much as he did.


  I was wearing a silk nightgown and robe. With Oliver standing a good six feet from me, I let the robe drop to the floor. Leaning over, I extinguished the living room lamp, so there was just the dimmed light from the dining room illuminating our scene. Without speaking we were communicating the rising need; and lifting the spaghetti straps of my nightgown from my shoulders I let those fall off, the slippery silk following, leaving me naked in front of my lover.


  “Do you ever think of an S&M scene as real punishment?” I asked him.


  “I’ve told you about Gabrielle.”


  Yes he had. “And with me?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Show me what it’s like,” I asked.


  “You need to be punished for some reason?” he wondered.


  “Just curiosity,” I said, the lie so apparent to me I wondered if he could tell.


  “All right then, climb up on that chair,” he said, pointing to my cushioned reading chair. “On the arms with your knees.”


  The position Oliver required spread my legs wide. The arms padded my knees, while the back of the chair padded my belly and groin. And to make sure that I wouldn’t be wiggling off, he took my wrists, wrapped the tie from my robe around them and secured them to a chair leg behind.


  “You’ve never been punished for being bratty?” he asked.


  “I didn’t say that. Nathan did once.”


  “Because you asked?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then we’ll see how I compare.”


  “What exactly did he punish you for?” Oliver asked.


  I thought I might lie, but the truth seemed so easy to tell at the moment. “I picked up a guy in a bar. After I spent the night with him I felt guilty.”


  “So, it was a remedy for your guilt?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll have to remember that.”


  Removing the belt from his pants, I trembled watching him double it in his hand, looking as though he was actually angry with me. When the leather struck it stung from the moment he laid on the first smack. With a methodical rhythm the smacks continued. At first I tried to squelch the natural desire to cry out against the spanking. But after a time, what had begun as an avenue to pleasure reminded me more and more of a genuine punishment. Then, I did begin to protest, let my howls rise, and took the consequences as Oliver stuck my ass even harder. Thankfully, he kept his strikes to the center of my cheeks where it was most padded. But those two mounds became so burning hot that I couldn’t stop myself from trying to wiggle away. I knew that to allow my legs to fall from the chair arms would be disastrous, but it was just as much a struggle to keep them there, with the pain making a coward out of me.


  When Oliver finally stopped, I thought he might just leave me tied to the chair all night. For several minutes he gazed at my reddened rear. Cocking my head just right I could see the inspection.


  “You feel duly chastised?” he asked.


  “Yes,” I said, snuffing back a few tears. I was unable to wipe them away with my hands tied beyond my reach.


  “You know, your ass looks divine,” he commented.


  “It does?” I murmured.


  “How does it feel?”


  “The warmth feels good,” I admitted.


  “Does it?”


  “Kind of prickly, it still stings in places.”


  “Perhaps we should keep it burning all night long,” he said. Approaching me again, it was his hand that spanked me the second time. With a steady flurry of slaps from his broad palm, he brought back all the agony and more. I could feel a sense of purpose in the spanking that I hadn’t felt from the belt. Getting closer was getting more personal, hand to ass was more intimate. I knew in time that he’d do more than spank my ass, but it was hell until then. I cried loudly, protested with every bit of vehemence I dared. With my poor flesh taking such a beating, I screamed with pain. Unlike the belt, Oliver’s hand didn’t confine the smacks to the cushioned cheeks. Straying to my thighs and sides and high on my derriere, the burn expanded everywhere.


  But then there was the intimacy of the act. At first producing such pain there was no way to feel anything sexual. After a time, that fact changed. With Oliver reducing the speed a little bit at a time, I was squirming from the sexual rush, and then from the way that he probed, not smacked my ass, his fingers inserting in the territory that he’d claimed as his own. Swift to untie me when he was ready for more, he was swift to enter, and swift to come. My own climax took just a few minutes, the way it built so beautifully as he made love to my precious ass. We were both exhausted when he was finished.


  Spending the night in each other’s arms we didn’t wake until my alarm roused us from the lush, warm comfort of my bed.


  It felt sweet serving Oliver orange juice and toast that morning. Little intimacies like that nurtured my love for him, and his for me. Even when he took me over his knee and refreshed my memory of the night before, I didn’t object. I didn’t even object later in the day when he gave my ass a good whack right in his office—of course when no one was around.


  


  I thought the bliss of our relationship would not cease, that it would just get better with each day that passed. Even though I hadn’t taken Nathan’s advice and disclosed everything to Oliver, I was sure that such disclosures had become unnecessary, a messy thorn in the ointment that would serve no useful purpose.




  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Sitting in Oliver’s office one afternoon, reviewing treatment plans for several clients, I listened as he answered a call.


  “My, it has been a long time,” he said to the person on the other end. I could hear a woman’s voice. “Tonight, might work, if it’s necessary.” His voice sounded stern. “Then I’ll be home for you,” he added at the end.


  When he hung up, he said nothing.


  “That was Gabrielle?” I guessed.


  “Yes it was. I’ll be spending my evening with her.”


  The pain that grew instantly in my stomach roared up as if it was about to slap my face.


  “How could you?” I asked, trying to hold back tears.


  “Did I ever say that things had changed?” he inquired.


  “No. But all the time we’ve spent together … “


  “You can’t judge me, Cassandra. Who I am is not going to change.”


  “Then you have no intention of having a monogamous relationship with me?”


  “I didn’t say that. But perhaps I don’t view monogamy the way you do.”


  “I thought the definition was pretty straightforward,” I said.


  “Monogamy for me would mean total disclosure, sharing myself as completely as I can. No lies, nothing hidden, the full scope of who I am laid out for you to see. I’d find that far more intimate than making some decision to have sex with you and you alone.” He sat back in his chair and waited for me to respond. When I didn’t, he continued. “Perhaps it’s time to see me with Gabrielle?”


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  “So that you know me when I’m with her. It might make us closer than we are now.”


  “I don’t see how.”


  “Then you don’t understand my point.”


  “I guess not.”


  “You could come tonight just because it would turn you on,” Oliver offered.


  I shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew I was turned on by the prospect, though it wasn’t until he addressed my arousal head-on that I realized how much the idea of seeing the man I loved with another woman truly excited me. Sex wasn’t suppose to be that way. But as Nathan might say, life has its strange quirks.


  “If you want to move this relationship along you’d want to be there,” he added, as if he hadn’t already said enough.


  “And if I don’t?”


  “It’s your call, Cassandra.” He was awfully cold after that, as if he wasn’t about to be warm and chummy as long as the choice was on the table between us waiting a decision.


  


  ***


  


  I arrived at Oliver’s that evening shaking like a November tree, barren and cold, shakes with the wind. My bones might have even rattled. Nathan would think I was being overly dramatic, but I couldn’t see that at that point. All I knew was that Gabrielle was much like her name, beautiful and exotic. Her dark olive complexion was flawless, her black hair to her waist almost all the clothes she needed. She was there when I arrived, and already naked, so I didn’t have the opportunity to see her how she dressed for the public. But in private her sleek body, long legs, small waist and breasts were the perfect attributes of the most successful fashion models. I was envious of her matchless form. I was even envious of the clamps that pulled down her tiny nipples and made her perky breasts sag under the weight. I envied most the way Oliver had her shackled. The thick leather restraints he used on her wrists and ankles stood out boldly. She stood in high-heeled ankle boots with a spreader bar between them, her arms stretched above her wide. Oliver was getting ready to use a lash, standing back appraising the sight of her before he began. I could see the raw admiration in his eye knowing that he’d never viewed me that way.


  Silently observing, I couldn’t have spoken even if I had something to say, my throat felt gagged, as gagged as Gabrielle’s mouth that was opened wide with a ball gag wedged inside. Oliver flogged her with a thin leather strap, the bound woman crying miserably into the gag, tears coming down her cheeks. Waltzing around her reddening flesh, each lash that struck was met with a jerk I interpreted as sexual, seeing the way her thin hips and flat belly bucked. Her pussy was empty, a fact that I thought interesting. My own empty puss jerked with each touch of the lash on Gabrielle’s skin. I wanted to be where she dangled in anxious anticipation.


  Two trips around her body delivering blow after blow to all sides of her exposed flesh, Oliver finally stopped in front of her twisting agonized form.


  “You want this?” he spoke into the deafening silence created when the flogging ceased. He’d picked up a leather paddle, two inches wide, the flexible kind. In spite of the tears that streamed down her cheeks and the fact that she could not speak, the answer was obvious. “Of course you do,” he said.


  Coming to her side, Oliver began rapping the paddle against her groin, against her pubic mound and her upper thighs, and then with a diabolical gleam in his eyes, he smacked the thing firmly against that vulnerable place even further down, which, because of the way her legs were stretched wide, exposed the head of her clitoris just slightly. My own brain screamed as I watched Gabrielle’s agony. So overcome with the grotesque image of this perfect beauty being tortured so ruthlessly, I hardly took note of the way Oliver ended the scene. At least not until the shivers in my own body finally died away. He was in her cunt with his cock, while she still dangled in her bonds. He came with a vigorous eagerness, his voice communicating his happy satisfaction.


  


  ***


  


  I was in the parlor, Gabrielle recuperating in the sitting room where she’d taken her punishment. Nathan was wearing a silk robe I’d given him, his face smiling broadly.


  “She would have loved to have had you between her legs with your mouth on her pubis.”


  “How could you even suggested that!” I snapped at him.


  “Don’t tell me you don’t have bisexual desires,” he said evenly.


  “Of course I have bisexual desires, but I couldn’t even imagine following those instructions.”


  “Don’t lie to me,” he warned.


  “I’m not!”


  “Humph.”


  Of course he didn’t believe me. I didn’t even believe myself. The desire to touch that woman was almost as rich as the desire to slap my lover’s smirking face. But my anger won out over sex. My anger and confusion.


  “You need to take a look at your desires, Cassandra. Nothing more matters.”


  “I’m not so sure of that. I’m sorry, this just doesn’t sit well with me. You having Gabrielle, cumming in her cunt,” I emphasized that, “just doesn’t feel right.”


  “Perhaps it doesn’t feel right to me either,” he said.


  “Oh?” I was calming, thinking that Oliver might agree with my sentiments.


  “But if I give up Gabrielle, what would you give up for me?” he asked.


  “Haven’t I given you everything?”


  He shook his head. “No. I don’t think so.”


  “On what basis do you say that?”


  “On gut feelings.” I was reminded of Nathan’s conjecture about Oliver’s intuition.


  “You’re that sure of yourself?”


  “I am. I told you I’d send her off when it felt right with you.”


  “I don’t know what more you could want of me. I don’t know what I have to give you. I’m hurt, I’m tired of waiting for this relationship to resolve itself, and if you don’t mind I think I need a break from it.” I knew I’d spoken too soon, but as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I couldn’t take them back. Pride would get in my way.


  “If that’s what you want,” he said. He’d had my hand in his, stroking it gently. But having acquiesced to my need he withdrew it. My body had gone from cold when I arrived, to raging hot, and was turning cold again.


  “You think I don’t know my own mind?” I asked.


  “I’m not sure you do. But have your time, if you want. I can’t say I’ll stop living my life waiting for you to get your thinking straight.”


  “I’m sure you won’t,” I said, sounding as spiteful as I could. I wanted him to hurt as much as I was hurting. I wanted him to think that I’d be off looking for another man, and be as pissed as he was. But if he was hurt he gave no sign of it. That was the most infuriating thing of all. My rage soared. But the will to contain it prevailed.


  I called a taxi from the hallway phone and waited by the door alone, slipping out of Oliver’s house without anymore fanfare. A good bloody battle would have been wonderful, but at the moment, he was acting as stoic as my ex-husband and I probably hated him more for that than anything else.




  Chapter Fifteen


  


  “So, he’s a prick?” Betsy counseled me. This time her advice was in person and the timing of her arrival in the city couldn’t have been better, coinciding with my breach with Dancer. “All men prove their prickness sooner or later. Might as well know where it is before this relationship of yours continues.”


  “How could you possibly think it will continue?” I asked.


  “Because you’re in love. And he is too, and he’s being sane and you’re not, and as soon as you get a grip on your sanity, you’ll remember what you love about him.”


  “You just called him a prick and now he’s the one that’s being sane.”


  “Oh, he’s still a prick. But he’s not fighting fair. I hate it when a man goes impassive when I’m in a fury. I understand. What you have to do is get your anger out of your system.”


  “If I’d had the presence of mind at all I’d have punched him out.”


  “That’s not enough. You have to take it out sexually.”


  “And I suppose you have something lined up?”


  “I do have a fine party that you could help me with. Seems we’re one woman short.”


  “Paid?”


  “Of course it’s paid, and it’s in safe territory, on a yacht cruising the Caribbean.”


  “The Caribbean?” I said, my interest just slightly peaked.


  “And it’s all leather. We’ll buy you something really crude to wear. You put on your nastiest persona and we’ll have a ball. Some very important men and women in the scene will be there.”


  “This is all so easy for you,” I said, still trying to remember that the whole purpose of our conversation was to ease my hurt from Oliver. And now, Betsy was already planning to use me as her whore again as if it was just that simple.


  Strangely, it was that simple. The more she talked about the party, the more I found myself willing to forget everything about meaningful and serious relationships and offer myself for cash again. It was the perfect revenge, even though it would become another secret that I’d have to hide from Oliver. The truth was, I might never get back with the man with our fractured relationship feeling so tenuous. I knew I needed Betsy’s party, knew that in my gut. I expected a grand celebration in the face of Oliver’s stubbornness, and I got that and much more.


  


  ***


  


  Like many of people attending the shipboard soiree, I was wearing leather, though what Betsy picked for me was far more sedate than I expected. A strapless dress of glove soft red pushed my breasts into a full cleavage, while the slit behind gave the members of this exclusive S&M club a peek at my upper thighs, lace stockings and garters. While I expected something as revealing as Everett’s harness, now all my body parts were fully attired, even if it was provocatively so.


  “Ooo, how nasty,” Betsy purred at me as she viewed the results of my preparations. “I think I could eat you myself.”


  “I wonder sometimes that you’ve never tried.”


  “Don’t think I haven’t thought of it, maybe sometime when we have nothing else to do.” Betsy puttered around me, putting finishing touches on my make-up and adjusting my dress until it was exactly perfection in her eyes. “You understand, this affair is understated in S&M terms. Most of what takes place will be behind closed doors and very intimate.”


  “Can I expect one man, or many?”


  She raised her eyebrows unsure herself. “Who knows? It might be half a dozen that take you into a private suite, or just one very inspired man. That’s the fun of these affairs, you never know.”


  


  The first two hours of my evening were curiously uneventful. Given the size of the crowd I was glad it was well off my home turf, sure that if it had been in San Francisco, I’d have run into someone that knew me from Bridgeway or the Institute. The fact that at least a third of the guests were from foreign countries further eased my worries about being recognized, though it added an air of mystery that unsettled me. As much liquor and drugs that were passed around, I had my share, though I stayed clear of anything strong enough to put me completely out of my senses. I didn’t trust this soiree, as safe as it seemed. From the outset, I had the gnawing suspicion at the far side of my consciousness that something would go awry. Maybe it was just a fear that my good luck with whoring would suddenly turn sour.


  Cocktail conversation proceeded for some time between men in tuxedos and wildly turned out women in everything from leather to lace and creamy chiffon. I’d thought Betsy had said all leather, but it really didn’t matter. I hardly felt out of place, even though it was difficult to ascertain who were the paid ladies and those that were paying customers. I found myself using every bit of psychological prowess to interpret the body language and facial expression of the guests.


  While the sexual activity was slow to start, one by one the women disappeared with one or several men, and the crowd in the hospitality stateroom was thinning.


  “Xana.”


  I heard my name called and turned. There was a gray haired gentleman at my back, his hand affectionately on my elbow. “Would you please step this way?”


  A strange wave of excitement shot through me. Then I realized I finally felt acknowledged by this gathering, having at last been chosen for a private encounter. Led down a hall in the lower section of the large yacht, I heard the sounds of sex in a variety of variations coming from the private cabins along our way. The crack of a whip, the strike of a paddle, and the hair on the back of my head was standing on end. Moans, a shriek and then another shriek, I stopped short.


  My escort was firm however, coaxing me on. “You were picked because you enjoy these things, Xana. I trust you won’t disappoint my guests.” Ah, he was the host. I turned back and looked at him a little in wonder. “Yes, I’m Betsy’s procurer, and yours I might add.” Then there was a full scale war inside my shivering limbs. The red leather dress hardly warmed me at all. Seeing my distress right before his eyes, my ‘procurer’ found it necessary to caution me more. “Ms. Nightingale you will satisfy my guests with your body and your submission. You would not want to experience my anger if you fall short in your duties.” The reality of my whoring struck home realizing that my body had fed this man’s pocketbook as much as it had padded mine.


  I never expected myself to be judged for my sexual talents, but with the man’s critical eye on me, I worried that I’d never get through the night. If we hadn’t been on a boat I’m sure I’d have run from the scene. And I’m not sure it was so much from fear of judgment as that clawing thing that continued to unsettle me. Still, I wanted to go on. Such heat in me and expectations. Seduced by the unknown, I was glad there was no way to run.


  Reaching the stateroom and my destination, my escort opened the door on a room with at least five men inside. With cigar smoke and dim light, I couldn’t see well. They weren’t exactly waiting for me with bated breath and eyes alert, but instead jawing on their tobacco and deep in the middle of some serious dialogue. To ease any concern that I had that this was an S&M adventure I was about to undertake, there was a fancy set of stocks to one side of the room, empty at the moment, but complete with lots of leather and chain attachments for securely binding a submissive.


  Stepping inside the room with a little help from the man behind me, one man in the group turned my way, and raised a single brow over his inquisitive eye. The handsome gentleman was already sans suit coat with sleeves rolled up. He stood with one leg on a coffee table, leaning in to another man who was sitting, hidden from my view. Three other men all standing around that coffee table turned next, one particularly interested in what he saw, the other two turning back to the conversation without so much as a decent scan of my body.


  “This one’s yours gents,” my escort announced in a voice loud enough to be heard. Still, I felt like an afterthought, the men hardly paying attention to me, as my escort slipped out the door and left me standing there with no orders or explanations. Remaining where I was, I could only assume that I’d have my instructions before the night had crept away. And I was hardly disappointed when the man leaning on the coffee table finally stood upright and sauntered toward me with a swarthy but not unkind smile.


  “I believe she’s yours to start with, Oliver,” he said turning back to the man that had been obscured from my view. And that’s when I saw him first.


  Shock hardly described my reaction to the sight of him. The only Oliver I’d ever known, my employer and my most recent lover was sitting quite passionless puffing on a cigar, his eyes only slightly taking note of the woman that had been brought into the stateroom to please his sexual appetite.


  For a long time I waited. His scrutiny breathtaking. I had no idea if my appearance was expected or a surprise because he gave me no clue. I could only assume that he had to know it would be me, that somehow he’d found out about my avocation and set up this gathering to inform me that he knew the unspoken truth I could never tell him. Nothing in my life could have been more horrible than this excruciating moment as I waited, sweaty hot, my hands feeling like clammy ice. I might have tried to wipe them on my skirt, but polished leather doesn’t absorb the way a real fabric does, and that would look hopelessly inept for the experienced whore they believed I was. In those few seconds, as I bore the brunt of his exacting gaze, every falsehood, every lie, every held back fact that Oliver would have had me confess came flashing through my mind. We both understood why our relationship had not taken its final steps.


  Perhaps that was why he’d held on to Gabrielle, he knew how false I’d been. I was ashamed of myself for being so timid with our relationship. And now, as I feared that my affair with Oliver was slipping through my fingers, I wanted it more than I ever had. I wished with all my heart that I had told him all that he’d asked.


  “Your name?” he asked me. I think I jerked as if I’d been in a stupor, half asleep, then, hesitated on his question so he had to prompt me. “Miss?”


  “Xana,” was all I managed to say. Though while I quaked in every atom of my body, I held my head proudly in face of the humiliation I felt.


  “Xana, what?”


  I shook my head, not understanding him. “Just Xana.”


  “You’ll call us ‘sir’ when we address you.” He appraised me more, as did the other men, though my attention was focused entirely on Oliver.


  “Yes, sir,” I said, naturally lowering my head submissively.


  “I should think this one needs to be reminded of her place,” one man suggested.


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” Oliver remarked. “Give her a feel for what she’ll have to endure if she fails to keep her place.” Oliver stared at me and I stared back while my dress was removed, leaving me in my stockings and garterbelt. Ordered to my knees. I was caught off guard by the first wicked cut of a baton laid on my breasts. I shrieked and practically toppled off balance.


  “Straighten up!” the command came.


  Complying, I held on with more aplomb, and took the sizzling wrath of that baton as it struck my breasts another three times. Looking down I could see the lines appear as a mark of punishment that would linger far longer than a day.


  Once my chastisement was complete, I remained on my knees staring into Oliver’s impassive eyes again. “My friends and I come together occasionally to find pleasure in a submissive woman’s yielding flesh. Perhaps that was explained to you, perhaps not, but you understand that while you’re here, while we pay for your services we expect strict compliance. It is my pleasure to find myself the orchestrator of this night. We draw lots and it fell on me to take on the task of contriving the activities. I only explain this because you seem a bit flustered. Of course that’s not all bad. We all love an initiate. You are an initiate to these schemes?” He nodded for me to speak.


  “Perhaps to your brand, sir. But I have been hired before,” I acknowledged. What a time for full disclosure, I thought to myself.


  “If that’s case, Xana, then we won’t have to hold back from our purposes.” Considering me for just a second more, I was given my first assignment. “Takes my friends in your mouth, eagerly, until they ejaculate.” Swiftly rising from his chair, Oliver left me with the four and a task I found not hard to accomplish. I hoped he’d be gone the entire time I worked those four stiff rods with my mouth, but he returned to the room just as I was about to feel the first burst of male cum on my face. My only choice was to ignore the man, not his commands but his attentive and passionless appraisal of me.


  Oliver gave no hint to anyone that he knew me, and made no effort to have his own body pleased. He was indeed just a conductor of the event standing back like a judge and jury to consider thoughtfully how well I executed his orders.


  After his first instructions however, there were no more commands that I heard directly, just a profusion of hands prodding me, leading me, forcing me to submit to the whims and fancies of the men who used me.


  At the stocks—an apparatus that made me wince to look at and almost orgasm to think I’d feel its confining restraints—my head and hands were secured between the old-fashioned wooden slats with holes to hold my neck and wrists snugly in place. These openings were given a 1990’s twist, amply padded to protect my skin. Otherwise they served their purpose well, keeping me from jerking my head, and making sure that my hands were of no use to me for any reason. Of course, my mouth wasn’t totally useless since there was a well padded stepping stool in front of the stocks. At any time, one of the men could climb to the appropriate height and use my mouth.


  My back side was bared, even stripped of the garters and stockings. That portion of my anatomy became fully vulnerable, defenseless to any attack and accessible to whatever desires these dominant men devised.


  “My, how hot and wet she is?” I heard one voice behind me, as a hand discovered how ripe my puss had become just from the facts of my bondage. Toying with me, I couldn’t help but gasp as an exhilarating joy swept through me. “I think she’s about to come,” he exclaimed.


  “Not yet. Give her the lash first. She needs to be ripe to the end, to the very end.” When I opened my eyes, it was Oliver’s face I saw staring at me. Still impassive, I knew he was taking in every nuance of this session, filing it away should he ever have the opportunity to use the information in the future. It was also Oliver’s voice that ordered the lash.


  My backside was struck with leather, every inch of my skin to my ankles feeling the heat, until it was all burning, and I was shrieking as loudly and long as those women that I’d heard on my way to this room. That done, it was my pussy from the front, that was pelted with another kind of implement. I imagined the one that Oliver had used to deliver the blows to Gabrielle’s pubis. Dozens of smacks there, they were not as agonizing as the ones on my behind. For a time I thought I might even find some sensual arousal in their perpetual rhythmic beating of that place. And my willing anticipation of each blow was no doubt communicated by the moaning sounds my voice could not hold back. Yet that promising moment was complicated by a cock at my face, demanding immediate entrance even as my body squirmed below. The connection between the punishing blows and my orgasm ceased then since I had other things to occupy my mind; and I would not for any reason let down the customers that were paying me for the use of my flesh.


  Cocks began to take my ass, after the whipping ceased. With dildoes in my cunt, I was stretched so wide in both places I thought I’d literally split in two. Eyes closed I endured each breach and orgasmic explosion, though they abruptly jerked wide open, when I suddenly felt fingers at my cunt push their way beyond the widening door of my vagina. Looking down, I was able to catch just a fleeting glimpse of a woman between my legs. It was her fist in me, slim enough to push beyond the opening, but large enough to make me feel as if I had a softball in my cunt. To match the fullness there, the prick behind me made me want to scream. Too much! My mind howled, but a voice urged me to yield.


  “Relax, relax, relax,” the murmured sounds felt like a soft blanket against my ears. I strained to hear them and focus on their tantalizing allure—like being called to some exotic land by the hypnotizing sounds of a sensuous rhapsody. I wanted to believe it was Oliver coaxing me, but he still stood across the room, silently appraising my violation. I’d remember later the look in his eyes, half disinterest, half critical of what he witnessed.


  Closing my eyes, I was back inside my pain. Pain turning to intensity, to openness, to the mindlessness that took me into that other land and then to realms beyond—of light and colors flashing and grand sensations. I was drunk from that moment on. Yes, drunk on whatever liquor I’d consumed that night, but drunk too on sexual orgasm. My body was no longer mine and then wholly mine. The explanation seem so crude for what was a pleasure and agony so profound that I grieved to have it end.


  All I recall at the end was the void that remained when the penetrations were withdrawn and my body was carried away by gentle, manly arms. I was deposited in a small stateroom after my service to these five gentlemen was over. My remuneration lay beside me, a dozen bills tucked into an envelope.




  Chapter Sixteen


  


  I stood at the coffee machine in the staff lounge pouring my second cup of coffee for the morning. Between clients, I simply dashed out of my office for a moment; but of course, Oliver would be there at that instant, my first sight of him since the weekend.


  “In my office, Ms. Nightengale,” he said nodding toward the end of the hallway.


  “I have an appointment in five minutes, will this take long?” I replied.


  “I was told that your ten o’clock canceled,” he informed me.


  “Has it?” Curiously convenient, I thought.


  “Yes, it has,” he confirmed.


  


  I kept the warm coffee mug in my hand, perhaps in self-defense if I needed something to throw in anger, or something to soothe me should he bite so boldly that I needed comfort.


  “I’m recommending a leave of absence, Cassandra, or should I call you Xana?”


  “It’s Cassandra,” I said, realizing that his reference was intended to make a point without saying too much. “And why the leave of absence?” I asked.


  From on top of his desk, Oliver picked up an envelope, and from it withdrew photographs. I didn’t have to have him hand them to me to know what they were about. With James and Buck and Everett, I was photographed by geniuses, having had my erotic mood captured with alarming reality. My facial expressions were nothing short of rapturous, my body and all its parts splayed to thrill and seduce. In its full color glory being well fucked in a variety of bold positions, I’d been chronicled for all time, or at least as long as these prints existed.


  “Is this your second job? How you moonlight on the weekends?” Oliver was so coldly distant, but not at all unlike him.


  “Only rarely,” I said.


  “And it’s what you couldn’t tell me about,” he remarked.


  “I was afraid,” I admitted.


  “Regardless of the personal implications of this, Cassandra, which we’ll have to discuss at another time, I’m recommending a leave of absence.”


  “Why’s that? You judge my behavior and you were there.”


  “Please don’t complicate this. You put yourself and your counseling practice in jeopardy.”


  “You’re concerned about that? Or are you concerned about Bridgeway? Be honest.”


  He stared me down. “Both,” he answered.


  “Thank you for being honest.”


  “If you’d been honest with me in the first place we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


  “Perhaps you’re right,” I replied. “So why not fire me altogether?”


  “I thought that before any real damage has been done you could appraise your behavior and see if you’d like to make some changes.”


  “My, don’t we have a double standard here, Mr. Dancer. You can partake of my “moonlighting” escapades without the hint of impropriety or consequence. But I ply my trade and all of a sudden I’m being held up to an antiquated moral standard that you don’t even believe in.” My voice was starting to rise.


  “That’s the reality, Cassandra,” Oliver immediately answered. “Neither you I or can change that. You cannot deny the fact that if any of these pictures had gotten into the wrong hands this place would be tarnished for years by the scandal. I’m a realist. I can’t help the social climate right now. I may have no judgments about your taking my money for something that you’ve already freely given me, but I will protect Bridgeway and its reputation. What I question is your capacity to make wise decisions on your behalf. I never allow a camera in the middle of my sexual indiscretions. You were unwise to do so.”


  “Unfortunately I didn’t believe that I had the power to stop it. Then too, at the time I didn’t want to.” I hated the way he stared at me, his cool and his incisive statement of the facts.


  “That’s exactly what I mean,” he replied. “You don’t get yourself into situations where you are powerless. That’s dangerous.”


  “Dangerous for my reputation or dangerous otherwise?”


  “Anyway you look at it your prostitution is a risky game.”


  “Maybe I like the risks?” I said. I was furious by then, but still trying to keep my cool. I wouldn’t have a temper tantrum and give him even more ammunition to judge me.


  “I rather keep this professional, Cassandra and leave the personal out of it,” he said, as if he was trying to withdraw from the conversation. “While you’re assessing your options, shall we say, I’ll see what I can do to round up the rest of these photographs and negatives before they get into the wrong hands.”


  “How nice of you to be so concerned,” I replied, running away with my righteous indignation while I forgot about all the ramifications. “But as far as keeping this strictly professional, that’s not going to work for me. You can’t separate the personal from the professional and you know it!” My voice was becoming even more strained as I could hardly hold back my wrath.


  Oliver stood up and looked down at me, not quite as passive as he’d been. “All right, you want to get personal? How do you suppose I felt finding that you’re a whore?”


  “Something wrong with whores?” I asked. “You seemed to enjoy yourself.”


  “Why do you do it?” he asked.


  “I like the risk. I like the danger. And I like being that submissive,” I replied.


  “I could have given you all the risk you wanted, if you’d only asked.”


  “Maybe so, but you dangling your other affairs—dangling your dear Gabrielle in front of my eyes so cruelly, do you expect I could really tell you everything? You’re naïve and assuming to think woman are wooed by such haughtiness.”


  “You think of it as haughtiness?” Oliver said, demonstrating that trait so well, by his cold visage and the icy tone of his voice.


  “Frankly, I think you’re as afraid of our relationship as I am. You put as much distance between us as I did. And now, after having set me up, you’ve played your trump card and won. You don’t have to commit yourself to anything. You can have your Gabrielles that don’t ask for money, and the prostitutes that do, and not have to worry about really being vulnerable to a woman. I’m sure that while part of you was shocked to find out my secret, that part of you couldn’t have been happier to set up my fall from grace on that cruise so that this relationship didn’t have to go anywhere.”


  There was a strange light in his dark eyes, but I didn’t stop to find out what it meant. “I really don’t think that a leave of absence is useful. I’ll be gone within the hour. I just hope you can replace me with someone as good as I am, both personally and professionally.”


  The fact that I was responsible for this situation by my lack of honesty was one thing I refused to think about. I’d much rather place the blame on Oliver than myself.


  Saying my piece, I was gone as planned, glad to be putting Oliver Dancer at a distance from me. With each personal item that I gathered into my bag, a piece of me was withdrawn from the man. Like a kid putting my marbles in my bag and going home, I was unwilling to play his game of chance.


  Only when I was driving north to the beach house, did I feel the loneliness creep up my spine like a spider stalking. Reminded of leaving Peter and the Institute, there was a weird similarity between the two events. They’d both started with judgment and ended with hurt, and with me in the same dreary predicament. What was different this time was my capacity to feel everything, an agony as acute as any lash that had been laid on my sex-craving flesh.


  


  ***


  


  “So, I sit here a failed woman again,” I exclaimed, after several long minutes of quiet as Nathan and I stared out at the sunset.


  “Have you really failed?” he asked.


  “How could you even ask such a question?” Unlike the peaceful mood that Nathan often found in me, I was still hot from rage.


  “I only point out what you need to see,” he said.


  “I deny myself and fail with Peter, that’s not much of a loss. But I supposedly find myself and I fail with that realness, that is a loss.”


  “You’ve lost nothing, Cassandra,” Nathan countered.


  “A monthly income and a man, that seems like a lot to me.”


  “But what have you learned about yourself? See how different you are now than you were when we first met.”


  I didn’t want to hear. I didn’t even want to talk. “I’m not ready for this kind of introspection,” I told him.


  He snickered, “but you will be in time.” He started to leave.


  “Nathan?”


  He turned back.


  “Can I go with you to your cottage?”


  Nathan looked down at me kindly, but shook his head.


  “No, you still belong to Dancer,” he said.


  “I do not!” I exclaimed. I was hot again.


  “Ah, but your heart does,” he returned.


  “You ass!”


  He simply smirked. “You’ll get over it.”


  With his last comment, Nathan hiked up the beach as I’d often seen him, his body meandering much the way the lazy tides meander in a quiet cove. And then, as he’d done so many times, he disappeared into the mist of the approaching fog looking much like the ethereal being that I often believed him to be.


  I was glad he was gone, even if I was lonelier still. I was tired of his obtuse observations and his earthy arrogance. He thought he knew everything, but I no longer agreed. I wasn’t sure what I was missing in the puzzle of my life; but again I’d have some time to ruminate on that puzzle being a woman free of encumbrances once more.


  


  It had been days. I hadn’t seen Nathan, and because my anger had calmed I expected to find him around some bend or lurking on the bluff. At midday, by the shore, the sun was at its height boring down on me, though for the season of the year the air was cool. Even though I wore a sun-hat and my sunglasses as I peered up to the cliffs just north of the beach house, I couldn’t see him clearly, the sun so close to my gaze. I could make out the silhouette of a man. Nathan waiting for me as he had before. I was resigned to another conversation, perhaps a more sane one since my anger had been pushed aside for a more mature take on my life. Even though I hadn’t gotten anywhere I could guess that speaking with my confidante might illuminate my present quandary.


  Taking my time, I hiked toward my favorite trail and began to climb to the top, all the while seeing the target of my trek become more distinct as the sun was less obtrusive on my vision. Though I could make out the man at the top with increasing clarity, it wasn’t until I was nearly at the crest that I realized that it was not Nathan, but Oliver standing there. The shock nearly made me topple back, but with a steady hand he reached out to grab me.


  “Good god! What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Waiting for you.”


  “And why’s that?” I was acting very petulant and grumpy but that was not the way I felt. Hope springs eternal. Hope in me had soared ten-fold in just an instant.


  “It’s been a lonely week without you,” he said.


  “Is that all?” I inquired.


  “No,” he said. “I’ve come to talk honestly.”


  “Oh?”


  “I think we need to give this relationship another try,” he said.


  “What makes you think that?” I said, praying that he’d say something that I wanted to hear. “Frankly, I thought you’d given up on me considering my dishonesty.”


  “Honesty is not always easy.”


  “Nathan thinks so.”


  “And perhaps he’s right. But the fact remains that we love each other.”


  “We do?”


  He nodded ‘yes’, looked a little impish in a way I could hardly resist, and I reluctantly tried a cautious smile.


  “Not to mention the fact that I’m dominant and you’re submissive,” he went on. “We finally know just about everything important there is to know about each other – unless you’re hiding something more?”


  “No, and that’s the god’s honest truth.”


  He nodded his approval. “That’s good, because for me, it’s too damn much trouble finding someone just like you.”


  I almost laughed, but I still wasn’t quite convinced. “I refuse to have you judge me,” I warned him.


  “I understand that. You did make that point and so did my daughter.”


  “What did she have to do with it?”


  “Corroborating female point of view.”


  “Ah! I see, I taught her well.”


  “The truth, Cassandra? I can’t replace you at Bridgeway or in my bed. And what you’ve done in the past has no bearing on what happens in our future.”


  I looked at him still circumspect, thinking that this was too good to be true.


  “And Gabrielle’s gone?” I probed.


  “Gabrielle and any other woman are topics for conversation and compromise,” he said. “But I’ll tell you this, I won’t let any woman or man come between us.”


  I liked the way that sounded. I liked that he opened to me. Something in me was opening in return, an immense tightness about my heart easing away. “That seems fair enough,” I said. “And the prostitution?”


  He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s up to you. I don’t think you’ll want it anymore. I have the feeling, that like Ophelia’s piercing, that’s been a statement of your sexual awakening.”


  My, he was still astute. “I don’t suppose we can make this perfect in one day,” I conjectured.


  “But we can start the process, and that means,” his eyes narrowing in that fatherly way of his, “you don’t hold anything back. If you’d been brave enough to tell me the truth in the first place we could have avoided this …” he stopped. “Oh, maybe I could have made it easier for you, but sometimes what you have to do isn’t easy. But it’s right.”


  “Comes back to haunt you, doesn’t it? Nathan told me to tell you everything.”


  “Wise man. He here somewhere?” Oliver looked about the bluff.


  “Only if I need him. But I’m not sure I will anymore.” I smiled more broadly. “How about we go to the house and I make you some iced tea?”


  


  ***


  


  I submitted to Oliver in broad daylight on the porch. No one was watching except the sun and brilliant sky, but it felt as though I was offering my sexual self to the whole world. He treated me as brusquely with commands as I’d known him to be, ordering me on hands and knees and finding some old rope to bind me to a lounge where he could, at his leisure, abuse me the way I liked it most. What felt right was the way he took me at my center, for the first time in my vagina where I’d longed for him so dearly. I didn’t feel bound at all then, just satisfied, exhilarated with this consuming energy.


  When the making love was over, his dick limp and my pussy wet, we talked.


  “How did you know about the prostitution?” I asked him. “That was quite scheme you devised.”


  “Scheme?” he asked.


  “The way you set me up on the yacht,” I said.


  His face went blank. “I never set you up, Cassandra. I didn’t know until you walked in the room, who we’d hired. I only knew the name Xana.”


  “You mean that? You knew nothing?” I asked.


  “Not a thing,” he confirmed seriously, though a grin was breaking out on his face. “But you know, I couldn’t have devised anything better if I had planned it myself.”


  “Why’s that?” I wondered.


  “Finally made you get honest with me didn’t it, and we saw each other about as naked as we could get.”


  “And we really didn’t balk at all,” I added amazed with the thought.


  “That’s what I meant when I said that we know almost everything there is to know about each other.”


  I gazed at Oliver thoughtfully, and then looked beyond him toward the north. I almost thought I could see Nathan in the distance, but maybe it was just his thoughts that I was hearing in my head. “What had I learned?” It was all coming clear, everything he’d taught me, everything I knew, and everything Oliver sensed about sexual honesty and emotional truth. We might have still been in our beginnings, but I was farther on the path of love than I’d ever been with any man.


  


  There was lots to discover and lots more to learn. Perhaps we’d make our discoveries together. That night would undoubtedly be the next for revelations. Having seen some of things that Oliver brought with him to the beach house, I could see that he planned to make it as heavenly a home for sexual liberty as his wicked rooms in the city. My beach house would be sterile no more. He said the abuse was punishment for my previous lies and that it would take some time to make up for it. I didn’t think I had a problem with that.


  I laughed to myself thinking how Peter would respond to the ropes, leather and chains that would tarnish the pristine image of this pristine place. But it was surely time to mar its sweetness with a good plunge into sexual perversity. And I had no doubt that Nathan would be psychically peeking in the windows with a sly smirk on his earthy weathered face as he watched Oliver love me as I need to be loved.
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