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I’m not weird, like my mom, but I’m sorta focused on faces. Not like an artist is focused, because I can’t draw that great, but like, super-knowledgeable about the person, just from looking at them. When I look at someone’s face, I can tell everything about them.

Not their income, necessarily, or the names of all their brothers and sisters, but the important stuff. Like where they are in their life.

And sex. I can tell if someone has it regularly, or is having it today, or ever had it and wants it again. Or doesn’t want it, which is weird.

And if they like boys or girls. God, that’s so obvious.

So I’ll be hanging out at the food court and Marcia says, “Cherise, what about that guy?” and I’ll look and my brain goes into this place, super-focused, not just like I’m looking at him, but looking into this other place, and I’ll know it, I’ll just know it, I don’t know how, and I’ll say something back, whatever it is, for example this one time, “Oh, he’s lost, he hates his job but he can’t think of anything else to do, and he’s got this girlfriend, for a year, but they don’t even live together and they’re not going anywhere, just sort of stuck in this one position.”

Marcia laughs, waiting for it, waiting for it, and of course I never let her down.

“Doggie style,” I’ll say. And then, “Woof!”

After she’s done laughing, she always says the same thing.

“Prove it.”

“My job is to look at their faces,” I’ll say. “Your job is to prove it. So go ahead and ask.”

She never asks, of course. You can’t walk up to total strangers and ask what position they’re doing it in. Everyone knows that.

I can’t look at Mom’s face and tell anything, though. Not one fucking thing. Because she’s my mom, I guess. Or she’s weird. It’s harder with weird people. It’s not that weird people have faces I don’t get. I think it’s that the stuff in weird people’s lives change a lot more than normal people, and their faces don’t catch up.

For example this one guy, he’s shuffling through the food court, possibly works somewhere in the mall, but just some weird part-time job, definitely not selling or management, and I see a married guy doing normal work, professional stuff, but I know that’s not true because he’s wearing a brownish-grayish windbreaker with rips and a stain and it looks like he fished it out from underneath a dumpster, and he’s got this half-beard thing going, longer on one side than the other, and then wing tips. Seriously. Shoes you wear to weddings. Wing tips. But really old and trashed, and one of the laces is light blue, like from a kid’s shoe.

I don’t think Mom’s life has changed that much, at least not since I’ve known her. I don’t get her face for some other reason, even though she looks like me. People ask if we’re sisters sometimes. But she’s definitely weird.

For years, for example, ever since I was 15 or so, she had this thing called the “Mom’s Missing Package.”

It sat under her bed, in a big white envelope, and she’d remind me of it but make me promise never to mess with it unless one of two things happened: 1). She disappears, with zero contact, for 30 days, or 2). She puts a note on the bathroom mirror, in her handwriting, with my name on it, that says it’s time.

I always found the whole concept strange. Especially now.

She travels a lot for her job, more once I became sort of independent five years ago (I’m 20 now, and going to Quadra Tech, sort of). She goes overseas, even Africa and the Middle East, for Continental Solutions, which does software and support. I think she does sales for it. Who would buy from her, though? She’s weird. I think she gets help to sell from normal people. Either that or her customers are weird too. She’ll get emotional about it sometimes, and I’m not sure she’s happy with her career choice. She doesn’t cry in front of me, but I hear her sometimes, in her bedroom. The last time was Christmas night. I don’t think it was because of what I got her, which was some pretty decent jewelry (I have a job at the mall, at an okay fashion place, and no, I don’t try to look at every customer’s face to know their life, because that would be too much trouble).

Okay, so two days ago, Mom’s weirdness took a major turn. I got up on Monday – the last Monday before New Year’s, the last Monday in a week where nothing’s supposed to happen – and I’m running a little late for my job, which is still on holiday hours because of returns and refunds, and I go to take a shower, and that’s when I see the note on the mirror.

I’m naked, running the shower water to get it hot, before I see it.

“Cheri, do the Mom’s Missing Package.”

That’s what the note says. Just that. “Cheri, do the Mom’s Missing Package.”

Okay, sure, Mom. Does that mean you’re, um, missing? And do you think that’s normal? Not just to go missing, because that happens, but to leave someone a note about it? If you decided to die last night, would you have left me a note that said “Cheri, had to die, take care of things”?

Of course I turned off the shower water and went straight to her bedroom.

“Mom?” I’m calling through the door while I’m knocking. “Mom?”

No answer, so I go in. Her room’s empty. Bed made. I check her closet. Her suitcase is gone. Her best clothes are gone, including the dress she wears for special occasions, like when my cousin got married, and she actually looks good in it.

So now I’m pissed. She’s going to a party, and that means she can’t be my mom anymore?

So I go to the drawer where she keeps her bikinis (Mom still wears bikinis to the beach, whatever). Two bikinis are gone, her best black one, and one with a flower print that I’ve seen in her drawer but never seen her wear.

Then, to the nightstand.

Yup, her black dildo’s gone. So is her industrial strength vibrator, which has a control box on a wire with one dial for speed, one for whatever else it does, for example shake, shimmy, pulse (No, I never used it, I have my own equipment, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with checking out your mom’s stuff).

So now I’m really pissed. She’s bailing out on me, as my mother, to party, go to the beach, and get off?

What. The. Fuck???

With extra question marks.

I go back to my room, pick up my phone, call the store, leave a message:

“Hey, it’s Cheri, family emergency, don’t think I’ll make it in today, really sorry.”

Then I call my ex-stepdad, hang up before it goes through.

No reason to get him involved until I get more info.

Maybe what’s in the Mom’s Missing Package will explain it all.

“Hey, honey, back in a week, be cool.”

That’s what I thought it would say.

Or, better yet, even though it would be weird, “Just kidding, just wanted to make sure you knew what to do, see you in a few days.”

So I go back to Mom’s bedroom, and I’m really hopeful now, and embarrassed about being pissed, and I haven’t even bothered to dress, just doing all this naked, which is sort of my preferred state at home anyway, and I reach under the bed, left side at the foot, where the package always sits in its big white envelope, and there it is, and it’s thick, so I know it’s not just a note telling me everything’s cool.

I sit down on the floor, tear open the flap, pull everything out.

The first thing is a note she wrote on her computer and printed out.

Here’s exactly what it said:

“Hey, Cheri, I hate that you’re reading this, especially if you’re reading it because I told you to. If I didn’t tell you to, put everything back in he envelope and quit fucking around. Seriously. Now, if I did tell you to, or it’s been a month since the last time you heard from me, I’m sorry that you don’t know what’s going on, but it’s probably nothing you need to know about. But let’s just say it’s most likely job stuff. That’s it. Now, here’s what you have to do: Look through everything first.”

So I did that. Besides the note, there was a small piece of metal in a smallish envelope that she’d written “Safe Deposit Box” on, a check made out to me for $10,000, and this whole pamphlet about petunias.

The envelope was thick because of the pamphlet. It’s an example of weirdness. I won’t always point that out, but it seems like I should here at least, so it doesn’t seem like what I’m talking about is normal to me.

Then, the rest of the list:

“Call Bruce and tell him what’s going on. He knows this could happen, you’ll be moving in with him, take the Lexus and all your things (maintenance records in glove compartment, do not forget to change the oil!)

Take the check to the bank, deposit it in your account, do not blow this money

Bruce has enough money to pay for all your schooling; he'll do it, but you just need to know that, and money is no excuse for you not to stay in school. Please try to pass some of your classes.

If anyone -- anyone -- asks about me, you know nothing. Nothing.

If I'm gone for three years, I am legally dead, contact the insurance co and collect, and call Behrens, Behrens and Stoddmire, tell them I’m dead, and you’ll need to go in to see the will and settle my estate

I've paid the mortgage through the end of next month. Take what you want now. They'll do a foreclosure and eviction and take the rest, possibly in a couple of months, maybe sooner. Don’t wait around.

Water the petunias every week at least, but you can do more for them if you want, there’s some information here. They like being fertilized. Please take them before they clear out everything.

When you come to water the plants, or for any other reason, come only in broad daylight. Not in the dark, not dawn or twilight

Bruce is your dad now, until I come back, if I ever do. He’s promised me he’s ready to do this if I ever have to go. I know you haven’t always seen eye-to-eye with him, but you can’t always pick your family. He’s strict. Way stricter than me. I know he doesn’t think I’ve raised you right, so you’re just going to have to get used to a different parent. Or find another place to live. The money will only go so far, though.”

Let’s just say all the obvious feelings are going through my head at this point. Pissed, sad, confused, and kind of scared by some of it, trying to figure out what’s going on. And then, moving in with Bruce, and his girlfriend.

Shit.

Mom probably knew what I’d be feeling, because she ended the note like this:

“You’re going to have to take this seriously. I might be dead. I might never see you again. But I will always love you. Keep focused and make me proud. Mom.”

She signed it. With a red pen. And put a heart next to where she signed. Like, “Well, I’m probably dead now, but here’s a nice red heart!”

I went to my phone, called Bruce, who was my stepdad from age five to age 13, when he and Mom split up. I don’t hate him, really, just never saw much use for him. He tried to be a dad, did birthday parties, helped me with homework, took me to school when mom was traveling, even talked to me about boys. But he’s not my dad (my real dad’s kind of on the run, because he slacked off on child support, and if he ever uses his social security number in America they’ll get him. Last I heard, he was in South America).

I know for a fact a big reason Bruce split from Mom was me. He wanted her to be stricter with me, she said no, and she absolutely drew the line at spanking, and they fought and he left. He didn’t just disappear, though. Still took me out the week of my birthday every year, came to my high school graduation, buys me clothes, some of which fit (he hasn’t figured out yet I wear a D cup, so shirts from him never work). So I don’t hate him. But living with him isn’t my first choice. And he’s not my dad.

He answered on the first ring.

“Hey, Cher.”

“Hey, Bruce.”

“Uh, what’s up?”

“Mom’s gone.”

“Okay.”

“I mean, really gone. She had this thing she called a Mom’s Missing package, and she—”

“Wait wait wait,” he said, very impatiently. “Are you saying she’s dead?”

“No. I mean, maybe. She left this note that says she might be. It just said to call you, and tell you I’m coming over, and I’m supposed to live—”

“Wait, what did she say?”

“Nothing. She just left me this note.”

“Okay.”

Long silence.

I was already pissed, and upset, and his phone manners were just the last straw.

“Hey, Bruce, never mind,” I said, very sharply. “I was just calling to let you know Mom’s dead, or gone forever, and she said I should move in with you, but I’m sure I can make other plans. Bye.”

And I hung up.

I was still nude, so I just went to the shower, warmed it up again, washed and thought about everything, including how weird Mom is, especially now. And Bruce didn’t win any prizes either in the being normal contest.

He’s sort of a farmer, and sort of a lawyer. He says he’s both. I consider him neither. He’s got a great house, though, a big farmhouse out in the country. Lots of trees, vs. Mom’s place, which is a condo in a big building in downtown Poughkeepsie, very expensive, and very cramped.

Bruce has the first face I ever looked at with my special face powers. It didn’t happen until after he’d moved out, and he stopped by to pick up some things. I thought he’d ignore me, but he stopped at my bedroom door and looked in, right in at me while I was sitting on my bed with my new laptop, and he said “Hey, Cherise,” like he always does, and I looked back, right into his eyes, and I was kinda sad and felt sorry for him, and I felt like I understood him, right then, in a much deeper way. I already knew he was a lawyer, and plenty about him, but I also could see something else, a little scary. Not evil scary, though, just, like, more than I could handle. More than I wanted to deal with.

He’s cute. Blond hair, blond mustache. He works out. Young for his age. But really serious. He looks at you with these serious eyes. Too serious. The kind of guy, if he was my age, I’d pay him some attention until I talked to him, and then I’d lose interest, because he’s not a partier. Too serious, but overall a good guy.

But on my shit list at this particular moment.

I left my phone on the bathroom counter while I showered, came out, saw that there were seven messages. Seven. Four from Bruce, two from his girlfriend, India, one from work.

I already knew what the messages from Bruce would be, and India too pretty much, so I listened to the one from work, which was just my boss, Karen, saying she hoped everything was okay. But I know she was hoping I’d pick up, so she could get some information. When you say family emergency, that can be interesting.

I dried my hair. Thick, long, red hair. Past my shoulders. Takes a long time to dry.

And I put on my makeup. Slowly.

My phone rang again while I was doing my eyes. Bruce again. I didn’t pick up. He didn’t leave a fifth message, was just hoping I’d answer I guess.

I finished my makeup.

I went to my room to pick out my clothes. It was cold outside, meaning Iayers. Lots of choices there. I pondered. My phone rang again.

I put on panties, put on my bra, settled on a white t-shirt, my heaviest blue jeans, a long-sleeved white undershirt, and a thick red sweater, one of my favorites, super thick and fuzzy, but tight enough to show off my chest.

Then I went to my phone, finally, to check my messages. It had been probably an hour and a half since I’d called Bruce. Long enough for him to consider the error of his ways.

“Hey, Cherise, it’s Bruce,” the first one began. “Hey, really sorry about the misunderstanding, Bunker is going to have to be put down today, and I just wasn’t processing. Please call me back, or just come over, and we’ll have the guest bedroom ready.”

The next one was him again, just “Hey, Cher, Bruce, can you please call me back?”

Then, “Cherise, it’s Bruce. Call me please?”

Then, one from India. “Hey, Cheri, it’s India. I am so so sorry to hear about your mother. Doris was an amazing lady. If you need to be with someone, we’re here. I’d love to see you. It’s been awhile.”

Then another one from Bruce: “Cherise, it’s Bruce. Just want to say how sorry I am. Whose handling arrangements? I’d be glad to help. You know your mom and I stayed friends, and I’ve always thought of you like a daughter, and if you want me to start calling around to funeral homes, I can do that. I’m here for you. Can we expect you a little later today?”

At this point, I was starting to feel guilty. Bruce pissed me off, but taking a shower and not returning his calls for an hour after I dried off was too much, I thought. And now, he and India are going back and forth with each other, and somehow in talking to each other they’ve decided Mom’s dead.

One more message from India: “Hey, Cherie, I’m on my way over, should be there by 11, call me if you don’t think you’ll be home and I’ll meet you anywhere, maybe we could get coffee.”

I called India right back.

“Hey Cherise!” she answered. It didn’t sound like she was in her car yet.

“Yeah, hey, India, look, don’t come over. I’m fine. And mom’s not dead. I can come over there, and I’ll show you the note she left, and tell you everything I know.”

“Can you be here for lunch?”

“Sure,” I said. “Tell Bruce Mom’s not dead, okay? At least as far as I know?”

I hung up, went to my closet, went through my drawers, got out my suitcase, started thinking about packing for a long stay at Bruce’s and realized this was a big deal compared to any trip I’d ever been on. And I’ve done some major traveling with Mom. All over Europe, and then Kyoto, Cape Town, Shanghai, Melbourne, a bunch of places I don’t remember.

But this wasn’t a trip, it was like moving, which I hadn’t done since I was eight.

There really weren’t any clothes I could leave behind, and no way would they fit into my suitcase. So the Lexus would be my suitcase, I decided. The whole damn car.

I went down to the garage under the condo, saw that Mom had taken the BMW, thought that was weird too, because she always takes a taxi or Uber or whatever to go the airport. Was she driving somewhere?

I spent an hour emptying the Lexux, pulling out the biggest stuff from the trunk, and the back seat and passenger seat, and put it in the dumpster. For example, three empty bags from Taco Bell, a pizza box from the Hut, an empty carton of Coke Zero, a second carton of Coke Zero with two cans in it, although I kept the cans, a big bag of my old clothes I was supposed to drop off at the Success Poughkeepsie bin six months ago, two textbooks from classes I took (one of which I passed), something like twenty notebooks, multiple from some classes because I’d lose a notebook in my car and get a new one, and then random other crap (socks, fashion mags, broken umbrella, empty crate you put milk in) that my notebooks had been wedged under, which is why I would lose them.

Overall, by the time I was done, my car actually looked like a normal car again. Mom would’ve been proud, since she’s always complaining about how trashy I keep it.

After that, I went back upstairs to decide what I would keep, what I might lose forever.

No way could all my stuff fit in the car on one trip, so I decided that I’d have to drive back and forth. When the traffic’s not bad, the trip from the west side of Poughkeepsie to Bruce’s farm, west of town and across the Hudson River, is about 35 minutes.

That simplified things greatly. I got a nice mix of my best clothes, for work, for New Year’s, for being at home, all my stuffed animals in a big garbage bag, all my makeup and bathroom stuff, and my own two toys – a smooth, black dildo, and a battery-operated gizmo with a thing that pounds your clitoris, and which can be too intense unless I’m super-frustrated. Which has happened more lately.

After five trips up and down, from my bedroom on the second floor to the basement garage, I’d had enough climbing, so I locked up, pulled out, and headed to the country.

It was a really nice day, cold but clear, and I was sort of recovering from the morning’s weirdness from Mom and feeling more positive about things. Nothing in Mom’s note said she’d definitely never see me again. The fact she left that note means she wasn’t dead yet. Maybe she’d get through whatever was going on and be back in a few weeks. And I actually prefer Bruce’s place to Mom’s condo, except that she doesn’t live there, and India does.

India isn’t Indian, by the way. She’s German or something, with black hair and high cheekbones, and she’s sweet but a little mousey, which I knew the first time I met her just from looking at her face, and she does a lot of social media because real people make her nervous, I think. And she’s Southern. Southern accent and all. But she’s sweet, the way Southern people can be sweet, so you’re not sure if they really like you or not. She never seemed to mind me, though, even though we have zero relations except through Bruce, and I’m not even related to him, but he was there for some important years, and she’s always been nice when I’ve spent the night, and she was there when Bruce took me out for my birthday last November. I have no idea how old she is. Maybe 40, maybe younger.

Bruce’s place is down a long country road, with farms on either side – farms kind of everywhere, really – and you can almost miss the turnoff to his driveway because it’s just a cut in the woods, but I found it on the first try this time, drove between the bare trees, pulled up on the gravel next to the garage.

He was waiting for me at the front door before I reached it, opened it and let me in, and I set down my first load, a bag of stuffed animals, and gave him a hug. India was in the kitchen and she came out and hugged me too, and then I brought everything else to my room upstairs and came down for lunch and showed them the note Mom left, and they both looked at it for a long time, and they both seemed worried and confused, and I felt embarrassed about it. Embarrassed for Mom, kind of. Or embarrassed for myself, for being her daughter.

We talked about other stuff – my job, my plans for the next semester at school, my money a little – and then their bloodhound, Bunker. He usually would come out and bark at me when I got there, but friendly barks, not scary. No Bunker this time, so it was obvious from the moment I arrived something was different.

After lunch, they brought me into his room, just a spare bedroom, where they’d set up his bed, with blankets under him and on top too because he was shivering, and he looked up at me and did one sort of loud bark, and it seemed like he was trying to say hi the way he used to, and I just lost it. Just totally lost it. I was on my knees next to him, with my face in my hands, crying next to him. Really loud crying, lots of tears, and India got me tissues and I was crying all over those. And then I’m thinking, why am I crying over Bunker? He’s a dog. He’s nice enough, but it’s not like we were that close. He kind of kept to himself. He’d let me pet him but he never walked up to me like he thought I was his friend. So from there I start thinking about Mom, and then I really start bawling. Finally. She leaves me a note that says she might be dead or gone forever. It just took awhile for me to feel it.

India knelt beside me, put her arm around my shoulder, a little awkwardly because she’s not that great in person, and I knew she was crying too, probably about Bunker, but maybe a little about Mom, because she knew her some. Or crying about me losing Mom.

I couldn’t talk, so after I sat there awhile, I just went to my room and kept crying, into my pillow, which sort of had that unused smell, very different from home, because I hadn’t spent the night here in probably six months, so that was bothering me too, like I was losing everything I knew, not just Mom.

I cried myself to sleep, ended up taking an hour-long nap, and then I woke up looking like hell, makeup all washed off and streaky, but I didn’t care.

After I woke up, I got the new wi-fi password from India. Bruce was at the vet’s, and she told me that and we both got a little choked up, but I got online and poked around, answered some emails, sent some vague information to Marcia and a few other friends about my change of address, but no way I could tell them the details, because they were so weird.

I called Karen at work, promised I’d be in the next morning, was also vague with her.

Dinner was fine, pork chops and other Southern stuff India always makes, and Bruce talked about what it was like putting Bunker down, and he was maybe a little choked up but me and India were okay talking about it. It’s easier once something’s done, I think.

And now it’s nighttime, I’m sitting at my desk by my window, watching the day end, looking out at the woods that separates Bruce’s back yard, the garden and greenhouses from the next farm over, and I’m writing down everything that happened today, start to finish. What Mom’s note said, what people said to me, what I thought, what I felt, and who I am, sort of, too.

How are you supposed to feel when you get a note from your mom that says she’s basically gone? And then, I saw a dog die today. Or at least, I saw him in his last moments.

So I’m just writing about it all.

I’ve been keeping a diary for years. All over the place. In an official diary Mom bought me when I was seven, which I wrote in a bunch and lost at age 10 on a trip, and then in a new diary I got with my own money and lost and I really hope no one found, because that’s when I discovered masturbation, and then in some notebooks, some of which I still have and some I burned, literally burned, and finally on my laptops.

This is the most I’ve written on one day in months, or probably years. I feel like this is important stuff, not just about me, but about Mom.

Evidence, even, some of it.

Wednesday, December 30

It’s the end of the second day since Mom left. I’m working a lot, more than eight hours yesterday and today. Bruce and India are totally cool, not pressing me about Mom, just talking over breakfast about work, my plans for the new semester, who I’m hanging out with, what I’ve been doing.

But I’m thinking about Mom a lot, and now that it’s almost bedtime and I’m back in my room, here’s the two things from her note that bother me the most:

“If anyone -- anyone -- asks about me, you know nothing. Nothing.”

And

“When you come to water the plants or pick up your things or for any other reason, come only in broad daylight. Not in the dark, not dawn or twilight.”

At first when I opened the envelope, I thought Mom was just going off to party. She was tired of being a mom and she was cutting loose. Like a female mid-life crisis.

But I’ve been looking at her note over and over, and those two lines keep jumping out at me.

There’s somebody else involved.

That’s what I’m thinking. She’s running away from someone.

Who? She doesn’t have a boyfriend, that I know of, at least not currently.

Someone at work she royally pissed off?

A customer?

But was she expecting this to happen? The envelope had been under her bed for years. Who preplans getting their coworkers or their customers murderously pissed?

No. This is something weird, about Mom’s job.

Yeah.

Not once has Continental Solutions done a take your daughter to work day. Not once have I even seen where Mom works. I had an address, somewhere in downtown Poughkeepsie, and that was it.

No, I bet mom doesn’t really sell software for Continental Solutions. And I bet Continental Solutions isn’t really a software company.

Two questions:

What is (or was) Mom?

And can I help her?

Okay, third question:

Is Mom a spy???

What other job can get you killed? Well, lots of jobs. But what other job do you have where getting killed is something you have to plan for? So much that you have to tell your daughter it could happen? Military people, definitely. People in the Army. And cops. But if mom was a soldier or a policewoman, or even undercover for the police, she could probably tell me. And if she got killed, people would come and let me know. Probably that same week. She wouldn’t need to leave me an envelope.

Spies are different. No one talks about them. I know spy movies aren’t totally accurate, but I would think that the part where you don’t tell anyone your job would make sense.

So what do I do?

Nothing.

Well, be careful. Do what Mom said in her note.

But I have zero ability to help Mom. Just zero. I have no idea where she is, who might be after her. I’ve never held a gun, much less fired one. Or most other weapons, like those big spear things, or throwing stars.

What if, right now, she was getting shot somewhere, or poisoned, or put in a bag and thrown off a ship, or tied down in some abandoned warehouse so a sun-powered laser beam could slowly work its way across the floor, burning a straight line through the concrete, getting closer and closer to her until it cut her in half?

It was that last one that bothered me the most. Mom’s weird, but she doesn’t deserve that.

But what if someone’s still looking for her? What if they haven’t found her yet? Wouldn’t they see what they could find out from her family? From her daughter?

All this was going through my head earlier tonight, and I was just typing it down as it came to me, sitting in my room at Bruce’s getting ready to go to bed, looking out the windows at the stars and the full moon, rising over the trees, and I started having sort of a panic attack. Heart rate up, breathing faster, hands sort of tingling. Body sort of tingling.

“Cumming resets your thinking,” Mom told me, more than once. She always encouraged masturbation, bought me both my toys. And it’s true. I’ll be upset about some boy, or something that happened on a test or in class or during sex, and I get off and it kind clears my head. Maybe that’s why Mom always traveled with her toys, and took them this time.

I feel sort of guilty now about what I wrote earlier, that she left me so she could party and get fucked and masturbate without any interruptions. Cumming helped her concentrate. It was part of her job. Maybe cumming was how she stayed alive, more than once.

I hadn’t taken care of myself that way in days. Too upset about Mom, or just in the wrong place in my head. Or in the wrong place physically. A new house, a new bedroom, a new family practically.

But tonight, it hit me all of a sudden. My anxiety turned into something else, just like that. I started ovulating today, and that didn’t hurt. And I needed to focus too. Just like Mom.

I was already nude, so I got on my bed, sat cross-legged on in the middle and reached down and touched my hole. I was already wet, with that weird thick stuff that comes out once a month. My mind was all over the place, the way it usually is, but mainly what I was thinking was what if someone has sex with me, to get to my mom, or get revenge on Mom or something? Or to get truth serum in me? From his dick? Could that happen? Yeah. He would tell me he didn’t want to use a condom. Or he’d sneak it off halfway through, and squirt his stuff up in me, and after he was done and pulled out, I look down at myself and see his cum dripping out.

Oh, god.

That’s all it took. In my head, I’m doing it with an international spy, and he’s bare, and we’re both groaning because it feels so good, and maybe he even tells me, “Hold still, so I can deliver my truth serum, oh, I mean, my cum, way deep in your pussy.”

And I do, of course, just lying there with my legs wide open, and because his cock is loaded with truth serum and not just cum, he squirts like 20 times, just over and over, and every time he shoots he groans and I feel his cock thicken up, and then I’m cumming too. And he wants me to cum, probably, because that helps me absorb more of his truth serum.

This is all stuff I’m thinking about that night, sitting naked on my bed, just going to town on everything, lips, hole, clitoris, back to hole.

Of course, the truth serum works both ways, so once it squirts out, it’s coating his shaft. Maybe his inside penis tube is specially coated so he can’t absorb it from within, but he can from the outside. And he’s supposed to pull out once he puts it up me, and he does at first, but he can’t keep it out because my pussy feels so good, and he’s sort of liking me too, personally, so he goes back in and he keeps moving in and out of me, and I’m putting that truth stuff all over his cock now, and his balls too, and it’s working on him super fast and pretty soon we’re both telling each other everything, I’m telling him how sexy he is and how good he feels and totally confessing my love for him, and he’s admitting he’s a spy and he knows all about my mom, and tells me how to save her, and says he loves me too and can’t help it, even though he’s not supposed to fall in love with someone where having sex is his job.

Oh, God.

So we keep doing it, even though we both came, and I’m getting ready to cum again in my little fantasy, and that’s when I get the dildo Mom bought me out of my suitcase, because I left it in there when I unpacked the other stuff since it seemed weird to put it a drawer at Bruce’s house, and I get back on my bed and spread my lips and push it up my slot, and I’m working it with one hand while I’m squeezing my left breast with my other hand, and if you were outside my door you’d hear everything, because I’m just going “uh, uh, uh” and then cumming, which normally I do with a really hard sigh and some basic words, like, “ahhhh, yeah, oh yeah.”

Mom was right, at least about this. After I came, my head was pretty much clear, and I got under my covers (I never bother with pajamas) and fell into a very deep, good sleep.

Friday, January 1

Okay.

Fuck.

Happy fucking New Year’s.

But mainly, fuck.

So, I’m sort of a slacker. I know that. I make shitty decisions. I fail classes. I hook up with stupid guys where there’s no future. I get into trouble. And Mom bails me out. I mean, not literally bails me out. I’ve never been arrested. Plenty of tickets, though.

Mom always bailed me out.

Mom’s gone.

Hello? Cherise Morton Sylvania? Anyone home? Cherise Fucking Morton Sylvania?

Your mom’s gone. Maybe forever. Maybe she’s dead. Or still alive, and really needs your help. And this is how you show how much you miss her, and ring in the new year?

“Make me proud.” That’s how she ended her note. Proud now, Mom?

Happy Fucking Holidays, Cherise, which are over now, by the way.

And now, your new dad’s pissed. And India is just sort of looking away.

I’m not sure what’s wrong with me. I’ve always been what Mom called absent-minded. I know she was being nice. Truth is, there are a lot of things I just don’t give a fuck about. I’m sort of waiting to change, though. Like, one morning, I’ll wake up and be super-motivated to start accomplishing things. Real things. Like school. And getting to work on time. And not losing shit.

I even made some New Year’s resolutions this week, but just in my head, about caring more about important stuff, and caring less about how I look, and guys, and sex. And drinking, since that’s still illegal for me, especially when I drink and drive.

Even before the ball was dropping last night, I was destroying all my resolutions, one by one.

Okay, start from the start. Here’s what happened, beginning to end. Warts and all.

Bruce and India suggested we do New Year’s at home, and in hindsight, I wish I’d agreed, but I already made plans, weeks ago, to ring in the new year at this guy’s house, who was throwing a party.

Bruce asked a bunch of questions, and I knew how to answer every one. Would the parents be there? Of course. Would there be drinking? Well, yeah, for the people who were old enough, there might be some beer or wine. Do you know everyone who’s going? Yes, I grew up with most of them, like Marcia, and they’re all totally cool. What’s the host’s name? Um, Robert. Robert Quincy. He’s 22. And he’s in school.

Don’t say Jones or Smith when you need to make up a name. Quincy’s weird, so adults believe it must be a real name. It wasn’t the first time I’d used it.

Marcia and me were going to carpool, but that plan went out the window when I had to move to the country, so I showed up in the Lexus, by myself. This was a nice neighborhood of big houses, so big no one bothered putting street numbers up where you could see them, so I parked at the end of a long line of cars and headed for the “thump, thump, thump” of some serious woofers.

The music was coming from a big house with two stories and all the lights on, and I headed up the sidewalk to the front door and noticed a guy lying in the snow, with a red plastic cup near his hand. Not in his hand, but near it. Tipped over a little, with brown liquid spilling into the snow, and turning the snow brown. He was probably 17.

“Hey,” I said, looking down at him from the front walk.

“Hey.”

“Is this the Fitch party?”

“Bitch?”

“No, Fitch.”

“I don’t know.”

“How long are you going to stay out here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.”

“Should I tell—”

“Don’t drink the brown stuff,” he said.

“Huh?”

“Don’t drink the brown stuff. It’s in a pot on the stove. Don’t drink it.”

“Okay. Are you dying?”

“Probably not.”

“Are you cold?”

“No, my parka’s field tested to sub 20 fahrvergnügen.”

“Um, you mean Faren, Faren, um, hoffer?”

“No.”

“Well, I doubt it’s that cold anyway.”

“Okay.”

“Can you move?”

“Sort of.”

“Should I send someone to get you?”

“Maybe.”

“Okay, bye.”

“Bye.”

I went to the door, just let myself in, found Marcia, and that’s when I knew I was in the right place.

“Oh. My. God, Cherie, you have to try the Rippleschnapps!” she screamed right in my face, which she sort of had to do because of how loud the music was.

So I did. Just a shot. It was really good, some sort of German thing, with cinnamon I guess. She introduced me around, to a friend of hers from school, Marco, and some other people, mostly guys, and I was taking in the stuff Marcia gave me, and they were taking me in. Mostly older guys. Like, post-college. Getting looked at never gets old. I had my hair tied back, but with a few strands loose on either side, to frame my face. White V-neck sweater, the best one for kind of defining my tits. Ripped blue jeans. White vans. I don’t do pumps at parties like this. You never know when you’ll need to run.

Suddenly, four of them are standing around me and Marcia and this other girl I didn’t know, just shouting to each other, but one’s already kind of wasted and doing this dance and looking at me and Marcia as if he expected any second for one of us to join in.

No thanks.

I looked at all the faces then. Feeling the first hint of a buzz, and looking at faces, to see what I could tell about them.

I zeroed in on a very cute guy with a bowl cut. Some guys know how to rock a bowl cut.

“Hey,” I shouted, leaning toward his ear, “did you bring your little brother?”

“Yeah, why?” he shouted back.

“He’s lying in the snow outside the front door,” I said. “He’s still conscious, but not doing that great.”

“Fuuuuuck!” he shouted, and he set down his drink and basically disappeared. That impressed me a little.

Someone grabbed my hand holding my near-empty shot glass and raised it, and I looked to watch something red being poured from a pitcher. I don’t even know who was pouring.

It was good.

The music died down all of a sudden.

“Ash, talk to me!” someone’s screamed. “Talk to me!”

I followed people into the living room. That kid from the snow is lying there on the floor, and that other guy is kneeling over him.

“I’m okay, Benji, goddam,” the kid says. He seemed fine, although he just kept lying there, not moving. Everyone started laughing, and the music came on again, and Marcia grabbed my arm and dragged me into the kitchen where it was quiet enough to talk by just speaking loudly, and I told her everything I felt like I could about Mom’s disappearance, and my new situation with Bruce and India. I really didn’t tell her much, just that Mom had to do an extended business trip, to deal with a crisis, so I needed to live with Bruce for awhile. She wanted more information, because my story didn’t make that much sense to her, even in her state of being more buzzed than me, but I noticed out the kitchen window that there was an indoor pool, probably heated, and I needed to change the subject, so I proposed we see if it was swim-worthy.

At that point, I was almost done with my second shot, so my judgment wasn’t perfect. Not terrible, but not all there either. Swim-worthy? What if it was? I didn’t bring a bikini. Who brings a bikini to a New Year’s Eve party?

We went out the door, I put my hand in the water. Warm. Nice. Kind of calling to me.

There’s a pool at our condo, but it’s not that great. Like a big bathtub, in a little concrete room. This pool had windows for walls. You could see the moon.

“Wanna skinny-dip?” I asked her.

“Uh, there’s like a hundred guys in the house?”

“They’re in the house, we’re out here.”

Marcia must have had more than me, judging from the way she talked and from her eyes, which sort of focused on one thing, then another, and judging from the way she reached behind herself with no further conversation to unzip her dress, which came off and fell to the floor while I was still grabbing the bottom of my sweater.

I got my sweater off and was undoing my jeans, and we both kicked off our shoes and laughed, and then we were there in just our bras and panties. We both looked to the kitchen. No one there. Just a quick swim and we’d be out and get dressed and be able to say we went swimming on New Year’s Eve. I undid my bra first, my tits bouncing like they were excited to be free. Marcia’s bra came off, her pert little pups pointing up, and then we looked at each other, nodded, slid our panties down and headed to the steps.

The water was a little cooler than I expected, and I shouted once it got up to my thighs, but we pressed onward until we were both up to our necks, just treading water and smiling at each other, because we though we were going to get away with this.

We weren’t.

The door from the kitchen opened, and maybe a dozen people came out, holding drinks, talking to each other, laughing. Were they out here because of us? I still don’t know. None of them were looking at us or talking to us, but a girl took off her clothes, down to her bikini, which she remembered to wear, and she dove in.

Okay, so, no, this wasn’t the first time I’d skinny-dipped, or the first time people I didn’t know were seeing me naked. But I liked to plan stuff like this a little before it happened. This was just spur of the moment.

Some guys walked up to the edge of the pool, looking down at us. Bikini girl was doing laps now, really roughing up the water (laps? tonight? seriously?), so I didn’t think you could see anything below the surface, and I stayed submerged to my neck and put one hand on the side of the pool and looked at Marcia, who joined me there and looked at me with her best “Oh, shit!” expression.

And then bowl cut guy showed up, crouched down at the side of the pool and looked down at me.

“Hey, thanks,” he said, totally normal.

“For what?”

“For saving my brother.”

“He seemed fine.”

“Well, he was lying in the snow.”

“He talked to me, though.”

“Yeah, but he needed help.”

“Where is he now?”

“I called an Uber. Hopefully he’s on his way home.”

“Okay.”

“How did you know he was my brother?”

“I’m good with faces.”

“Cool. Were you planning to swim tonight?”

“No, I didn’t know the party would have a pool.”

“Gonna keep swimming?” he asked me.

“No. But, um, I’m . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Naked.”

I looked at Marcia. She was just hovering there, next to me, and she got this shocked expression on her face, like I’d spilled the beans on some big secret. But bikini girl wasn’t doing laps anymore, just standing in the shallow end, talking to people. I looked down. Yeah, there they were, my D-cups in all their glory, nipples out, just barely under the water.

“I wish there was some way I could thank you,” he said, and I looked up into his eyes and his bowl cut hair and knew exactly what he meant. And, did I mention I started ovulating two days before this, on the 29th?

“I didn’t do it for a reward,” I said.

“I’m not talking about a reward,” he said, and his eyes were sort of melting over me.

“Well,” I said, not sure what to say next. This was fun. I was totally comfortable at this point, because of him. If he’d walked up and said something like, “Hey, nice tits,” or “Hey, let’s fuck,” I would have said something back like, “Uh, no thanks!” But he was being cool about, and that was working on me.

“What are you talking about then?”

“I could tell you upstairs.”

“I didn’t know this was your house.”

“It’s not, but it’s my friend’s house.”

“What’s upstairs?”

“I could get you a towel and show you.”

“Yeah.”

He walked away. The other guys were still standing there, looking down at us a little, but mostly focused on this other guy, who was trying to get a fourth girl into the water, and you could tell that she sort of wanted to, and sort of didn’t want to, and I thought he should drop it.

“What are you doing?” Marcia whispered to me.

“I guess going upstairs,” I said.

“You gonna do it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Do you know him?”

“Sorta.”

“Do you know his name?”

I looked at Marcia. She looked tense. Maybe she was jealous, or worried about my judgment, or just didn’t want to be left alone in the pool.

“I think his brother called him, um, um, Benji?”

“I don’t know,” Marcia said. “I’ll ask around.”

Bowl cut guy came back, with a towel.

“Benji, right?” I said, not taking the towel from him.

“Yeah.”

“I’m Cherise.”

“Hi, Cherise.”

“Hey, Benji, could you get us a second towel? This is Marcia, and she’s ready to get out now too.”

“Sure,” he said, setting the first towel down at the side of the pool, backing away slowly, as if he thought I was just trying to get rid of him so I could disappear.

He was back in a couple of seconds. I guess he was quicker the second time because now he knew where the towels were stashed.

I swam to the ladder, saw that they’d coaxed the fourth girl out of her shirt and shoes, but her bra and skirt were still in place. Most of the attention was on her, so I’m not sure who was looking at me when Benji handed me the towel. Marcia slipped out behind me, and we were both wrapped up a few seconds later and grabbing our clothes off the floor and following Benji into the house.

I saw Marcia run to the bathroom off the kitchen and guessed she’d get dressed and be okay, and I followed Benji to the back stairs. A few people looked at me, but for all they know, I was fully dressed under my towel and I was holding someone else’s clothes.

Benji and me said nothing. I just kept following him. We were in a long hallway, turned a corner, and there’s a door. Benji walked through it, I followed him, and he turned on a little lamp on the dresser, just enough light so you could see what was going on.

It was a guest bedroom. I could tell from the way it smelled. Unlived in. There was a full-size bed in the middle.

I turned and pushed the door closed, dropped my clothes onto a chair, undid my towel and let it fall to the floor.

Once again, Benji showed class. He turned to me, walked up, put his arms around me, around the small of my back, and kissed me.

I’ve been naked with other guys I’ve just met, and a lot of times it seems like their one and only mission is to get their cock inside me as soon as possible. Stripping, touching me, pushing me toward the bed, blah blah blah.

Not a turn on.

So I just let Benji kiss me, mouth to mouth, tongue to tongue, for as long as he wanted.

He gave it the right amount of time, and then his hands started dropping, to my ass, to my crotch, and I leaned back a little and arched my back, because, yes, I did want to feel his fingers against my pussy, and he did not disappoint.

He was just rubbing me there, fingers all along my slot, from the front, where my clitoris was already at full attention, to my very wet opening, where he was rubbing, massaging, spreading my sauce all over my lips and hair, and not just reaching in like he thought there was money up there (that’s happened to me, more than once).

“Whatcha gonna do, Benji?” I whispered.

“How old are you?” he whispered back, and he pulled his hand away from my vulva and reached up to my breast, and squeezed there, and I could smell my own cunt juice. Sometimes I like the smell, sometimes I don’t. I loved it this time.

“Fifteen,” I said.

He stiffened, his hands went to my shoulders and he pushed me away with a look of terror on his face.

“Just a test,” I said. “I’m 20.”

“I passed the test?”

“Yeah.”

He recovered quicker than any other guy I’d tried that one on. Maybe he was just pretending to be scared. Maybe he wanted me to test him.

He dropped his hands to my breasts, squeezed, pinched my nipples between his fingers, squeezed again. Some guys try to do breast exams on you. Some just take you as you are. Once again, Benji was doing it right, the second approach.

“What am I gonna do?” he asked me, whispering into my ear. “You wanna see?”

“Yeah.”

He stepped back, never took his eyes off mine as he unbuttoned his sweater, a big bulky green thing, unbuttoned his shirt, unbuckled his belt and lets his pants fall.

He stepped out of his shoes and socks, pulled his t-shirt over his head, dropped his shorts and showed me his treasure, a good-sized cock angled down slightly, like it was too heavy to hold itself up.

“Missionary,” he announced.

I laughed a little, went to the bed, pulled down the bedspread.

These weren’t flannel, so I gasped a little when I sat down on them, because they were cold. I gasped again when I lay flat, put my head on the pillow, but now I was ready.

I looked up at Benji, standing next to the bed with his flag pole hanging over me. If the lamp was set a little to the left, I thought, his cock would cast a shadow over my face. That would be a great touch in a porn flick, if it hasn’t already been done. Probably has, though.

He got on the bed and I raised my hips a little, and he got in position, aiming his tip at me, reaching down to spread my lips, pushing his tip against my hole, then sliding in.

“Eeeeaaaaugh,” I grunted quietly, the way I always do when I’m taking a dick for the first time. “Oh, God, yes.”

After he was all the way up my hole, he dropped down to kiss me, and we just did it that way, the way I love it, deep, hard kissing like we were lovers from way back, and him just fucking me, pumping up my tunnel over and over, pulling out, pushing back in, just using every inch of my wet hole.

A new song came on, downstairs, and the beat lined up with the way Benji was shoving his cock up my pussy, and he put his mouth down to my tits, and started sucking my left nipple, and I could tell he was getting close, but I was just lying there, loving the feeling of everything, not needing to cum yet.

He raised up, his hands next to my shoulders, his arms straight, and now he was really just humping me, forcing his cock into my hole as hard and fast as he could, and that’s what he needed to do to cum, because his eyes went wide and his thrusting rhythm changed, and he started grunting and moaning and I knew he was cumming now, just squirting his cock juice into my slot, and I was tightening and relaxing, tightening and relaxing, like I was sucking on him with my chamber.

And then, everything kind of changed. I looked up at his face. Even if a guy is cumming, I can see things in his face, and I knew Benji was good. A good person. Still trying to find himself. Like anyone that age. But he’d end up in a good place. And I wouldn’t be there. Because of the way I am. We were together because of a pool, and skinny-dipping, and a brother lying in the snow. If we met in a class at Quadra Tech, I’d be failing, and he’d find out, and I’d be off the list.

He finished cumming and he dropped down on me and I wrapped my arms around him, going the long-time lover route again, and he didn’t kiss me this time, just breathed into my ear, and I breathed back, sort of loving him and thinking he would never love me, not really.

I might have cried if I still didn’t need to cum so bad.

He sighed, looked at the red, glowing clock light next to the bed.

“Thirty-two minutes,” he said, and he raised up, pulled his cock out of me, slid to the edge of the bed.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Cherise,” I said.

“Full name?”

“Cherise Sylvania.”

“Sylvania? That’s your last name?”

“Yeah. It means forest or something.”

He stood, started getting dressed. If he’d leave, I could lie back on the bed and finish myself with a few quick strokes. I was that close, as long as I didn’t lose myself in self-pity.

I heard a knock on the door, and someone’s muffled voice came from the hall. “Hey, Benji.”

“Whatcha want, Fitch?”

The door opened. I never locked it. Dumb.

A guy walked in. Long, beautiful blond hair, and a pretty face that scared me.

I’m still on the bed, naked, legs spread. I closed them a little when his eyes turned to me, but covering up with the sheets seemed like a lost cause, so I just stayed in place, looking back at him.

“Hey,” he said, taking me in, and I knew I was just a piece of meat to him, a hole and tits and a face and hair, thick red around my face, darker red around my cunt.

Fuck.

“Peter, Cherise. Cherise, Peter,” Benji said, continuing to dress, smiling ironically, too much social grace to find this awkward. How often did this kind of thing happen in his life?

“Hey, Cherise,” Peter said, just standing there, drinking me in.

Benji finished dressing, slipped out the door. Would he have kissed me if Peter hadn’t walked in? Would he have helped me cum? A few minutes with his hand against my pussy might have done it, because he knew how to touch a girl. Would he have wanted to talk?

I watched him shut the door, focused on my new problem.

“Peter Fitch?” I asked. “As in, the Fitch who’s putting on this party?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“You own this place?”

“No. My parents do.”

“Nice place,” I said. “Nice party.”

“Thanks. You getting up?”

Okay. He was giving me a choice. If I said yes, he’d let me. And I’d get up and get dressed and go downstairs. At least in theory. So what happened next was my choice. In theory. But that was good enough.

“Not yet,” I said, and I opened my legs just a little, and he looked at my slit, and I wondered if he could see Benji’s cum leaking out, and if he cared.

I blinked. Or I fell asleep. Or I was still buzzing and lost a few seconds. I’m not sure, but when I was fully conscious again, Peter was on top of me, naked. Not kissing me. All his attention was at my middle. I never even saw his cock, just felt it, felt his fingers at my pussy lips, felt his tip, felt it push into me, fill all of my chamber, and then he was grinding, pumping, thrusting, twisting, and I was fighting back just as hard, pushing my hole up and down his shaft, taking from him as good as I was getting.

God, I was slippery. No friction. With Benji’s cum and all my juice, from the outside of my lips down to my cervix, I could probably do this for an hour and never get raw.

This wasn’t making love and at the moment, I still wanted to make love. With Benji, somehow, a guy I just met, that was making love. This was just two people masturbating off each other’s bodies. I was using a deluxe vibrator named Peter Fitch.

Now that I was focused on cumming, it came fast, me bouncing my hips up and down on the bed so hard I thought I might break it, and Fitch sensing it and knowing he better hurry, and he started sighing into my ear, and we sort of became one at that moment, both cumming, like we were both at the end of a cool adventure, and I could feel his cock throbbing with every squirt, and that was good. That was good.

And then we were done.

The little red letters next to the bed said 11:54. Six minutes to New Year’s, and I wanted to ring it in with people, not alone, and certainly not with Peter Fitch, so I smiled up at him, and he seemed to understand, and he pulled his softening cock out of my pussy and knelt on the bed, and his eyes and his face scared me again, because even after he’d used me and put his sperm up my vagina, I was still just meat to him, not a girl, not a person, just a blow-up doll named Cherise.

We got dressed without speaking, left the room, and Peter went to the front stairs, so I went to the back stairs, and with every step, more cum leaded out of my hole and onto my panties, and by the time I got to the kitchen, I was sure the juice from me and two guys was soaking my jeans, but just at my crotch, probably not in front or in back where people could see it, so I grabbed a glass of champagne and headed to the living room, where earlier in the night Benji thought his brother was dying, and now everyone was standing around the TV. Fifty-eight seconds to go.

Marcia grabbed me around the waist, champagne in her hand, half-finished already, and I could tell that while I’d been upstairs, she’d kept drinking.

“Tell me you did it with Benji,” she slurred.

I just looked at her, with an expression she knew how to read.

“Oh my God,” she said, “you know he’s a Road Scholar.” I was thinking that’s what Marcia said. A Road Scholar. As in, a road you drive on. In my mind, I pictured someone who drove around a lot and learned that way. So that’s how I’m spelling it here.

“What’s a Road Scholar?”

“Someone who’s really, really smart, and a total nerd.”

Benji wasn’t a nerd. No. But he almost lost his brother tonight. And he fucked a total stranger. Without a condom. And, yeah, he set me up. He set me up. He and Peter Fitch had a deal. Benji gets the girl first, takes her upstairs, fucks her, then Peter walks in and takes over. That’s how Benji paid for the party, paid for the girls there, for the bedroom, for the girl he fucked. My used pussy was the fee he paid Fitch for the privilege.

Fitch couldn’t get his own pussy? He probably could, this was just easier.

Well, at least I came.

We all counted down the last 10 seconds of the year, and we all screamed when the new year started.

And I emptied my champagne glass and looked at the ceiling and tried not to cry.

My curfew was 1. Mom never gave me a curfew, but Bruce and India said that’s how it would be. I wasn’t surprised, and I didn’t mind that much. Ring in the new year, hug a few people, come home.

I had one more drink, just a beer, and I thought about saying something to Benji or Peter or both, but they were talking to other guys, and girls, so I made sure Marcia was okay and was on the road by 12:45.

The drive was uneventful, traffic not too bad, the roads clear, the woods gray with moonlight and snow. I walked through the door about 1:20, feeling pretty clear-headed and proud of myself for being just 20 minutes late, and I just wanted to go to bed and forget the disappointing crap and get a better start to the new year the next day.

That’s when my shitty new year got way shittier.

Bruce and India were waiting for me in the living room. TV off. Both dressed for bed. Not drinking. No party here.

“Happy New Year,” I said when I saw them.

“You’re 20 minutes late,” Bruce said.

India just nodded.

“Yeah, um, the roads were a little scary.”

“What time did you leave the party?” Bruce asked.

“12:45,” I said without thinking.

“You told us it was about a half hour drive from the party, right?”

“Well, yeah, something like that.”

“So the roads weren’t scary at all. You made good time. You just left late.”

“Okay,” I said. I sat down, on a chair across the coffee table from them.

Bruce got up, walked over to me, crouched and looked into my eyes.

Holy shit.

“Have you been drinking?” he asked.

“Um . . .” That’s what I said. “Um.”

Basically another word for yes.

Mom never asked if I’d been drinking. Mom never asked what time I left a place. Either she didn’t care, or she didn’t want to know. So I never had to answer questions like this, after I’d done something bad. I was good at lying before I went somewhere, not so good afterwards.

“What did you drink?”

“Um . . .”

“Do you know?” India asked.

“Champagne. Because of New Year’s.”

“What else?” Bruce asked.

“Well. Beer, and . . .”

“And?” Bruce said.

“Some kind of red, cinnamonny stuff.”

“Are you drunk?”

“No,” I said. That question was easy. I wasn’t drunk. Just tired. Maybe a very small, lingering buzz.

“You know it’s illegal for you to drink, right?” Bruce said.

“Yes.”

“And so that’s against our rules too?”

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t know all the rules. I’m used to Mom’s rules.”

Bruce scowled, and I knew what he was scowling about. He’d lost my mom over the way she raised me, because he thought it should be a different way. I felt kind of bad for him.

“Cherise,” India said, in her soft, Southern accent. “Were you with a boy?”

Oh no, I’m thinking, it must be showing. My whole fucking crotch is soaked. I spread my legs and looked down.

No, nothing there.

I looked back up at India, then at Bruce, and then my face just felt like it was on fire. Redheads can really blush, and I was blushing, because of how stupid I was, and everything else was.

When someone asks if you’ve been with a boy, and you spread your legs and look at your crotch, that’s a yes. Well, it’s either a yes or a “Gee, I can’t remember, let me see if there’s any cum leaking out of my pussy.” Which is worse than a yes.

“How many boys?” Bruce asked.

“Two.”

“Did you use protection?” India asked.

“I have an IUD,” I said. “Mom got it for me.”

“Does an IUD protect you from venereal disease?” Bruce asked. He’s a lawyer, of some kind. I guess part of his job is asking obvious questions and seeing what people say back.

“No.”

“Do you know these boys?” India asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Benji and, and, um, Fitch. Um, something Fitch.”

“You don’t know his first name?” Bruce asked.

“Yeah. It’s just sort of slipping my mind right now.”

“How long have you known them?” Bruce asked.

“Well . . . awhile, I guess. Or, maybe not that long, but definitely a lot better now, after tonight.”

“Did you consent?” India asked.

“I did,” I said. “Can just one of you ask questions?”

“Why does that matter?” Bruce asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Never mind. So, um, Benji is a . . . . a . . . Road Scholar.”

“A Rhodes Scholar?” Bruce asked.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“And he had unprotected sex with you?”

“Um. Yeah.”

Silence. I was thinking the whole scholar thing was throwing them a curve ball sort of, like I had sort of redeemed myself with that last statement. I vowed to myself to look up Rhodes Scholars the next day, and I did that since all this happened, and I get it now, these are really smart people, and I even found Benji, because they post the lists online of who wins, and they get to go to England to study, so it’s very cool.

“Oh, and I saved his brother’s life, sort of,” I said, leaning back. I was winning now, or so I thought. You don’t have sex with a serious scholar every day. You don’t save their brother’s life every day either.

I thought Bruce and India might be coming around, but their faces were plain. Just plain. They didn’t care about anything good I’d said. All the focus was on the bad stuff.

“So you committed an actual crime, by drinking underage,” Bruce said, beginning a list of my offences, like he probably has to do at work. “And then you drove, late at night, less than sober if not legally drunk.”

“Definitely not drunk,” I said.

“And then you had unprotected sex with two boys you just met.”

“Yeah,” I said, deciding not to remind him one was a Rhodes Scholar.

“And you’re 20 minutes late.”

“That still matters?” I asked. In my mind, the drinking and all sort of made breaking curfew pretty small, but I guess I was wrong.

“Yes, that still matters,” Bruce said. “We were worried.”

“Okay, sorry,” I said.

When shit got really bad with Mom, like where she has to pay some money to solve a problem, like my car gets towed because of a bunch of unpaid parking tickets, sorry was a magic word. She’d accept my apology and I’d try to do better next time.

I stood up. I wasn’t trying to be rude. I just thought we were finished with this.

“Cherise,” Bruce said, looking up at me in surprise.

“Huh?”

“We’re not done talking.”

“What’s left?” I asked, sitting back down.

“Consequences.”

“Consequences?”

I had to think about the word. Consequences. Like, other things that have to happen. Weren’t we done already? After all, I was tired, but I’d had to sit down and talk to them, and admit to things. To everything, including personal stuff. That to me seemed like a consequence. A bad one. Way worse than anything Mom ever did to me.

“Yes, consequences,” Bruce said.

“Okay, sorry,” I said again. Now I’d said it twice. Once was all I needed with Mom.

Bruce leaned forward, put his chin in his hand.

“What should we do – all of us – to make sure this doesn’t happen again?”

“Well,” I said, feeling hopeful again, “we all had to talk about it. So I really get it now, and that seems like a really good consequence.”

“No.”

That’s all he said. No. As if that settled everything.

“We’re thinking about your phone,” India said.

“Huh?”

“Taking your phone.”

“Huh?” I said again.

“Oh, wait,” I said, really fumbling. “Like, to make sure I was where I was supposed to be? I think you can find that out online. With the phone service, probably.”

“No,” said Bruce. “Take it, so you can’t use it.”

“What?”

I was tired. I’d had a few. I was still a little upset about what those guys did to me. So figuring out that they were talking about taking my phone away, as some kind of punishment – my mind was trying to work its way around that.

“Okay, wait,” I said. “For coming home late? You get my phone until morning?”

“You drank illegally, you had unprotected sex, you broke curfew by 20 minutes, you drove after drinking,” Bruce said. His voice was calm. He wasn’t pissed. Or at least, he didn’t sound pissed. That’s the worst thing Mom does, or did. She’d get really pissed at me, and cry and stuff. It wasn’t about the money. It was more what I’d done, like if it was just slack, like failing a test, that was one thing, but if it was fucking up an entire semester, taking four classes and failing them all (long story, not completely my fault), that’s when she’d cry and yell.

Bruce was staying calm. So was India.

“For a week,” she said quietly.

“Whoa,” I said, sitting straight up, wincing as I felt another shot of cum slide out between my lips. “So, what, you take messages for me? You have to send all my texts? You do my posts?”

Bruce laughed. Like this was all sincerely funny.

“Your phone stays off,” he said. “For a week.”

I screamed. I literally kind of screamed. It wasn’t a long, drawn out horror movie scream. It was more like the way you’d scream if you’re on stage in high school and someone pours blood on you, which I saw in a movie once. Not real blood. Though, fake blood. That kind of scream.

Now they had my attention.

“What if Mom calls me?” I said.

Good one. I sensed a little hesitation. India looked at Bruce, and he looked at the floor, uncertainly.

“Okay,” I said, pressing my advantage. “Can we work on this tomorrow?”

No answer back.

“I get it,” I said. “Okay, I get it. This isn’t anything Mom ever did, though.”

“Why don’t you write out how you think it should work?” India said.

“You mean, my own rules?”

“Yeah,” Bruce said. “And consequences.”

Were they really handing this all to me? I could write anything.

“Show us what you come up with, and we’ll see,” Bruce said.

No, I couldn’t just write anything.

I stood up. More cum.

I looked at them. They were both looking away, so I headed on upstairs.

“Have it done by dinner tomorrow,” Bruce said.

I didn’t answer. I just kind of stomped up the stairs. I was still working through everything that had just happened, and getting madder with every step.

I’m 20 years old, for fuck’s sake! And I just lost my mom!

I didn’t sleep that great. Had trouble falling asleep, woke up a few times and every time, I’d think about Bruce and India.

I woke up for good this morning about 10. I had breakfast. Bruce and India were outside, doing things. They work really hard around the house and the farm. I’ve already noticed that, and it’s giving me an idea about that thing Bruce wants me to write.

So, long story short, because I spent a lot of time on this in the morning and afternoon too, here’s what I came up with:

Rules:

	Home by curfew 
	No drinking 
	No driving after drinking 
	No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know 


Consequences:

	One hour of chores (inside, or outdoors in okay weather) 
	Loss of cell phone for one hour 
	Grounded for one night 


It’s about 3:30 on Friday afternoon, January 1, and I’m thinking this isn’t such a bad start to the new year after all.

Sunday, January 3

Bruce and India weren’t that impressed with my contract.

Whatever.

I didn’t get to go out last night. No surprise there. That consequence was already put in place, even though we’ve been arguing since dinner last night about the rest of my discipline contract.

Since Bruce is some kind of lawyer, he wants everything exact. I tried to make the case that leaving it a little vague left room for them to kind of adjust my punishment based on things you can’t exactly measure, but they didn’t go for that.

Probably the worst part of things has been that how Bruce feels about me is coming out now.

It’s not that he doesn’t like me, it’s just that he knows I’m a slacker and doesn’t respect me. I’m trying to get him to look at the whole person, and he keeps bringing up the semester last year where I failed every class, and how I have kind of no direction.

He respects Mom and all, blah blah blah, but she never gave me much guidance, he said.

Well, yeah, she was working? That’s what I thought, but I didn’t say it.

In the semester I just finished, I passed Home Economics and Introduction to Library Sciences, and he doesn’t think much of that at all, since I failed a math class and a history class. Actually, I just forgot to drop the math class before the deadline. I never planned to take it, since math isn’t real. And in history, you’re supposed to memorize stuff. Who memorizes anything in the real world?

I printed out my contract before dinner last night, two copies so Bruce and India both had one, and they looked them over at the start of dinner, and then Bruce just kind of scowled and went on about how I’m not achieving my potential, and he remembered this book I read to him when I was six, which I don’t remember at all, and how impressed he was with me then.

He’s not impressed now, obviously. Not by my contract. Not by me. That hurts. It really does.

“Okay, how could it have been better?” I asked.

“Let’s do points,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“You get a certain number of points for breaking rules, and punishments are worth a certain number of points.”

“So, you want it exact?”

“Don’t you?”

“I guess. If you don’t want a little leeway. In either direction.”

“That’ll just set us up for arguments,” India said.

In the end, they didn’t destroy what I proposed, just added numbers and some details, and made some things worse:

	Home by curfew or one minute to one hour late, 1 point; 1 hours to 2 hours late, 5 points, over 2 hours late, 10 points 
	No drinking except what’s approved by Bruce or India, only at home, 5 points for any alcohol 
	No driving after drinking, 10 points 
	No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know, 3 points per boy 
	Not doing at least 7 hours of chores per week, 1 point for every hour missed 


Consequences:

	One hour of additional chores, 1 point 
	Loss of cell phone for two hours, 1 point 
	Grounded Friday or Saturday night, 5 points 


No, I’m not totally happy with it, but I talked them down on a few things, and I think I can follow it. The worst thing about it was the chores. I didn’t know I was going to have to do an hour of them every day. And taking a shower and drying my hair definitely doesn’t count. Not even doing my laundry. I asked. Weather doesn’t matter either. I might have to shovel the driveway, even if it’s still snowing, for example.

So, my little New Year’s adventures earned me 1 point for breaking curfew, 5 points for drinking, 10 more for driving after drinking, and 6 points for having unprotected sex with two boys I just met. So that’s 22 points.

I got rid of 10 points by not going out the last two nights, and then I’ve already given up my cell phone for 4 hours yesterday and 4 today, and then, I’m going to help India in the greenhouses and the basement this week and probably give up my cell phone some too.

I missed a party last night, but Marcia texted me that it wasn’t that great. Weather’s bad anyway. And when I don’t have my phone, I just write here, which I’m enjoying. And I sort of feel like I’m doing it for Mom, since I’m planning to keep writing about her, especially if anything happens.

I printed out my contract, with “Cherise’s Discipline Contract” at the top, and I gave it to Bruce and he stuck it to the bulletin board next to the fridge.

Kind of embarrassing if someone sees it, but it’s not like people are coming over that much.

Monday, January 4

I don’t hate Bruce and India. I feel like if someone read the last few things I wrote, that’s what they’d think.

I’ve been here almost a week now, and let’s just say I’m adjusting. To Bruce and India, that is, and an hour of chores every day, and a discipline contract.

I’m NOT adjusting to losing Mom.

Either she’s dead, or solving a problem, or blowing off life with me for awhile, or in serious trouble.

Since I don’t know which it is, I’m all over the map. Sometimes I’m pissed at her, sometimes I’ll cry over her, at night, sometimes I’m like, please come home.

Bruce and I talk about her, when India’s not around. I guess including her in the conversation would be sort of weird.

But I think he knows stuff about her, that he’s not telling me. So his advice is really generic, just like “wait and see” and “maybe she just needs time to work things out.”

Tuesday, January 5

Why would the people trying to kill Mom steal our trash?

So, this is the official record of exactly what I found when I went to the condo this morning before work:

I parked in the garage under our condo, which stays locked, and I went to our big dumpster to throw some things away that were in my car.

And there was no trash in the dumpster.

It only gets emptied when we line it up along the alley, and I didn’t do that.

Who took our trash? I didn’t. I’m looking at my first entry I wrote after Mom disappeared. No reference to getting the dumpster emptied. And I distinctly remember that there was already at least one bag of trash from the kitchen in there when I was throwing my stuff away.

No one else should have been here. Mom owns this place, and she paid the mortgage through the end of January. This is our place, mine and hers, no one else’s, until they officially evict her, which is some process I don’t fully understand. How do you evict someone who doesn’t live there anymore?

And then, bigger question: Who the fuck is coming in and taking our trash?

I went inside, sat down in the living room and thought about this, because I had a few minutes before work to kill.

Mom said don’t go to the condo at night.

Because of this?

A spy might take our trash?

Why? To go through it? To freak me out? Yeah, maybe to blow my mind, because it’s so random and weird. Like they did it to make sure I’d never come back, and they could keep going through stuff.

So I’m sitting there, and I hear this little creak. It’s the kind of sound you hear all the time where you live, but now my mind’s racing. Whoever took our trash, maybe they got into the condo too? And they’re still hiding out? Here?

I jumped up, because I was going to run out of the condo and never look back, and then I stopped myself.

This is my house. Or it was. And still sort of is.

Fuck you.

I grabbed my phone and dialed Marcia.

It went to her voice mail.

At first I was disappointed, then glad.

“Hi, Marcia,” I said, very loudly into the phone. “I’m at my condo this morning. It’s about, um, 9:15 in the morning, and I’m picking up some stuff and looking around a little, and I’ve found a strange thing or two.”

I got up, started walking around. If someone popped out of the closet to kill me, they’d have to deal with the fact that I’d be describing my death as it happened, and the police would get the recording from Marcia, because that’s the kind of thing you pass on to the authorities.

“Someone took our trash,” I said, very loudly, going into Mom’s room and first looking under her bed, then, heart thumping, going to her closet. “Now I’m looking in the closet to get some things. In Mom’s closet. There should be just clothes and shoes in here.”

I opened the closet, looked around, found clothes and shoes. All the shoes were empty. I was looking for a pair with feet in them, against the wall, and I was going to describe them and then when the person came out with a knife or gun or a poisoned dart, I’d be describing the shoes to Marcia, and then the whole person.

I was expecting a woman: “Navy Dolce and Gabbana pumps!” I’d be screaming, “and it’s a tall white girl who doesn’t do her eyebrows and likes it missionary!” And I totally bet the person would just run off, because if I got murdered the police would be looking all over for those shoes and either eyebrows that were out of control or had that just-done look. They wouldn’t care about her sex position, or maybe they would, but you can’t look for that.

No shoes with feet in them though. I was starting to feel a little dumb, and then I saw it. A green wooden case, smaller than a carry-on suitcase, shoved way back in the corner of Mom’s closet, with a big brass padlock on it.

“Hey, Marcia, I’m good, talk to you later,” I said. “Everything’s cool.”

I hung up, grabbed the case and dragged it out and into the middle of Mom’s bedroom floor.

It was totally military, army green, with Mom’s last name and first initial stenciled on it, and an eight-digit number underneath.

I needed to be to work by 10, so I just took it, loaded it and some other stuff into my car.

And then I had an idea.

I went to the kitchen, cut off a few strands of my hair.

I shut Mom’s bedroom door on a strand, at knee level. If anyone opens this door, the hair falls, and I’ll know.

I did the same to my bedroom door.

Take that, you fucking trash stealing moving bitch!

Or bastard.

It might be a guy.

Then, after I watered the petunias in the kitchen (which I’m sure Mom is thinking I’ll forget) I clamped one more strand of hair on the outside door, looking around the hallway outside our condo to make sure no one was watching.

Even with all that, and having to drive to town from the country, I was early to work, which is really rare for me.

And I stayed focused all day at work, which was also unusual. Overall, I might be a little more together, now that I’m staying at Bruce’s. I’m thinking about Mom a lot more than I did before she vanished. And now I’m on my own, sort of, and I’m thinking about that a lot too.

After work, I went by my bank, deposited that $10,000 check Mom gave me. She’s given me bigger checks, for school and expenses and stuff, but never a check just to use for whatever. Normally, anytime she’d give me money for something, I’d get what I was supposed to get and then use the rest for whatever I wanted. Drinks for me and my friends if our fake ID’s worked somewhere. Or clothes or makeup. I’m not going to blow this money, though. I’m promising that to myself now.

I also talked to Marcia during lunch, sort of explained the weird message I’d left. She said Benji asked her for my last name. I guess he wants to talk to me. Or put me on his list of Rhodes Scholar achievements. “Fucked Cherise Sylvania. Extra credit: Did it bare. Extra extra credit: Passed her off to my wing man, Fitch, and he fucked her bare too.”

Yay.

After work and the bank, I went back to Bruce’s, put everything away in my room, did an hour of chores, which was vacuuming and helping India make dinner.

Over dinner now, every night with Bruce and India, I have to talk about my day, and I mentioned working first, like that was the most important thing, and then I mentioned going by the condo, but didn’t say anything about the case.

I did have a question for Bruce, though, and that was another weird thing about today.

“Was mom ever in the military?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Bruce said, like everyone knew that.

“It must have been before I was born, because I never saw her do military stuff.”

“Well,” Bruce said, and he looked away, and I just could tell something in his face that wasn’t right. Finally, he says, “Yeah.”

“What did she do?”

“Uh, State Department stuff.”

“Which state?” I asked.

“No, it’s a federal agency,” he said.

“Oh, like the government?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“When did she quit?”

Bruce paused, looked away, said “Awhile back,” and I knew he was lying. I just knew it.

I haven’t opened the case yet. It’s going to take some tools, I guess. It’s got screws on the outside. The kind where the screwdriver is in the shape of an X, so I can’t just use my nail file on it.

Thursday, January 7

I had the day off, so I spent some of it working on the case. I got some tools from the shed outside, told India I was reassembling some stuff from Mom’s, and I’ve been taking out screws out, then bashing one side with a hammer, then sticking another screwdriver in, the flat kind, and using the hammer with that, because it was also glued together. I had to wait until India was outside for the hammering, because it was loud. Bruce was in town today, fortunately, doing lawyer stuff.

Finally, the side comes off.

Here’s how weird Mom is.

A box of 10 condoms, unopened.

A takeout menu from a Japanese restaurant, in Japanese.

Money from everywhere, maybe a hundred dollars’ worth. Euros, Yen, other places.

And then, goggles you put on, and you can see in the dark. I thought they were just broken at first, but after dinner I looked out my bedroom window, into the forest, while I’m flipping these switches off and on, and I could see things. A cat, or maybe a lynx, just a glimpse of it running through the woods, bright white while everything else was gray. Lynxes are very cool, and you hardly ever see them.

Also, a telescope, but not for looking at the stars and planets. I think it goes on a gun.

Saturday, January 23

My first day of classes was 10 days ago, January 13. I’m taking four courses, and I feel kind of motivated. I even showed up on the first day, which I usually blow off. And that was the day I started my period, normally another blow off day, so it was definitely an achievement.

Or course, I left a little late for class once or twice the first week (I’ve got two 8 o’ clocks, Tuesday and Thursday). And of course, Bruce and India got on to me about that and, no surprise, updated my discipline contract. Here’s the new one, which I updated and printed out. The consequences are the same, but they added three new rules, 6, 7 and 8:

	Home by curfew or one minute to one hour late, 1 point; 1 hours to 2 hours late, 5 points, over 2 hours late, 10 points 
	No drinking except what’s approved by Bruce or India, only at home, 5 points for any alcohol 
	No driving after drinking, 10 points 
	No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know, 3 points per boy 
	Not doing at least 7 hours of chores per week, 1 point for every hour missed 
	Leaving less than 45 minutes before class starts, 1 point 
	Final grade of D or F, 10 points 
	Any D or F on any assignment, 1 point 


I stopped by the condo a few times, to water the plants, check the mail and get some more stuff. Almost no mail, though, just some junk for me.

All the hairs are gone. All of them. In the main door, in the bedroom doors, in Mom’s door.

The dumpster was empty, too. Someone keeps taking everything I put in there.

So I had a great idea a few days ago. The fridge is starting to smell. Why not put everything from it into garbage bags? Airtight garbage bags? I need to get rid of everything anyway, so let the spies find it. They won’t know what’s in the bags, or be able to smell them, since they’re airtight, so they’ll open the bags, I’m sure, back in their spy place, probably with big knives, and then they’ll totally die.

So that’s what I did. I triple-bagged everything. Lettuce, eggs, milk, cheese, mayonnaise, ketchup, beans, lots of other stuff. But, eggs!

Once I got back to Bruce’s place, I told Bruce I thought someone was going through the condo at night (I didn’t tell him about my little gift for the spies).

He said Mom must have hired a cleaning service.

No she didn’t. She was always very picky about who got into our place.

The way he said it, though, you could tell he didn’t want me to worry about it. Or to think about it, either. When I go there now, always in broad daylight, I call out first, “Mom? Mom?”

It’s sort of sad when she doesn’t answer, but I do it mainly so if there’s anyone else there, they can hide and I won’t see them. I’m not afraid of being there now in the daytime, but I’ll either leave a message for Marcia when I’m walking around, or pretend to.

The weather’s been a little nicer, so I’ve been helping India in the greenhouses. There’s actually some stuff growing in there, they look like weeds that don’t mind the cold, although mostly in there is pots with sticks. She’s planning to plant a bunch of seeds in the spring, so we’re filling pots with fresh dirt and compost now.

Sunday, January 31

Okay, I asked Bruce point blank what Mom is (or was), over dinner tonight, after I figured out something really important.

His (and India’s) answer was to punish me.

First things first, the good and the bad:

I’ve been in school two weeks now. I haven’t missed one class. I have been late a few times, though, because I left late. Either Bruce or India, usually India, marks down when I leave, and as of today, it’s been 4 times out late, so that’s four points.

I have never made it to every class for a full 2 weeks. Having the contract hanging over my head is helping, but I sort of hate it. Or hate that that’s what it takes to get me to class.

I heard from Benji a week ago. He found me on Look!, with the help of Marcia.

At first I was just going to ignore him. Then I was going to accept his hello, but give him crap about setting me up with Fitch. Then I was going to accept his hello but say nothing and see what happened. That’s what I ended up doing, the third thing.

Truth is, if that’s all he wanted, to be connected, that’s fine. I’m not going to reach out. If I throw myself at him, I’m sure he’d have me again, and it would be nice, physically, at least. But at some point, he’s going to figure out what I am. Or what I’m not – a Rhodes Scholar, or anything close to that – and lose interest.

It took him a couple of days after we linked up, but finally, on Tuesday, he asked me out, for Friday night. And that’s when I decided to have fun with this. Because I didn’t care. I’ve been sort of non-sexual since the new year. I got my period a week after the New Year’s party, and then I’m thinking about Mom a lot, and my new situation, and school, so sex has sort of taken a back seat other than masturbating every other night or so, but just with my fingers.

So, here’s what Benji’s message said, a few days after we linked up on Look!: “Hey, Cherise, loved ringing in the new year with you. Think we could get together again?”

“Sure.”

That’s all I said. “Sure.”

“Friday night?”

“Yeah,” I wrote back. “You’re picking me up, right?”

“I can. Where are you?”

I gave him my address, which probably surprised him when he Googled it and found out how far it was from downtown Poughkeepsie.

Too bad.

“5:30?” he wrote back.

“Yeah,” I said.

Wednesday night at dinner, I told Bruce and India that Benji might be coming over Friday. I reminded them that he’s a Rhodes Scholar. I could tell they didn’t believe they’d ever be meeting this so-called Benji. And I knew the chances were good they wouldn’t, since being stood up by him seemed very likely.

I’ll admit though, the next few days, especially Friday, I was sort of nervous. If he didn’t show up, fuck him, I’d survive. But if he did show up, I was wondering what would happen, and even minor stuff like what time he’d get there.

I didn’t want him hitting our driveway at 5:15, which would be kind of pathetic and desperate. And if he got here at exactly 5:30, that would be almost worse. People who are always perfectly on time make me nervous. But if he showed up much past 5:45, that would tell me he didn’t care much more than I did about the date, and that would kind of annoy me.

I get a lot of info from when people show up, just like from their faces.

It turns out, he did it perfectly. It was 5:15, and I’m still drying my hair, and hadn’t put on my makeup yet, because no way I’m going to be ready by 5:30, which is intentional on my part, and I get a text on my phone saying “left a little late, on my way, probably getting there about 5:40.”

“Yup,” I said back and kept drying my hair.

It was 5:42 when India knocked on my door, sounding kind of desperate.

“Cheri, a boy just pulled up.”

“Okay, I’ll be down in maybe 5,” I said.

“He’s going to be at the door before then.”

“Yeah, tell him to wait.”

I spent another ten minutes getting ready – makeup doesn’t put itself on, after all – and enjoying the delicious image in my mind of Benji sitting awkwardly in the living room, with nothing to say to Bruce and India as they sat facing him.

But I could hear the laughter before I reached the stairs, Bruce reacting to something Benji had said, Benji saying something back but laughing halfway through so he couldn’t finish, and that disappointed me a little.

I don’t know why I wanted them to suffer while I finished getting ready. I guess part of me was already a little pissed at Benji for dumping me once he figured out what I was. And part of me was pissed at Bruce and India for their contract. And part of me was, maybe, a little pissed at myself for where I was in life.

But I was about to get revenge on everyone, by turning their worst traits against them, and that was kinda delicious.

I was in a little black dress, but in my winter version of it, with a white long-sleeved sweater on under it, red tights, and black stilettoes, and I hoped Benji wouldn’t be expecting me to walk through snow to wherever he was taking me.

The stairs dropped me right into the living room, so I was able to make kind of an entrance. India saw me first, looked up and smiled with relief.

“Here she comes.”

Bruce looked up with the same relief, and Benji turned and stood, like a perfect gentleman, and he held his hands out, so I offered mine and he took them and kissed me on the cheek.

He was still rocking that bowl cut, and he was in blue jeans and a black sweater, and I, in my heels, was a little taller than he was, so he had to raise his mouth to kiss me, and it was all too perfect.

I sat down next to him on the couch so Benji could finish telling them something boring about being a Rhodes Scholar, and he’s going to school in Ithaca I think, and of course he’s got a 4.0, which he didn’t exactly say but implied somehow, and I think Bruce and India believed him, and you could tell they were really impressed.

I wasn’t though. Or, I was, sort of, but I knew more about him than they did, of course.

“Where are you going tonight?” India asked.

“To see the new Crusaders movie,” Benji said. “And then dinner at my favorite Italian place.”

“That sounds nice,” India said, and her smile was kinda dumb.

“Will you want to have unprotected sex again?” I asked.

Benji looked at me, looked at the floor, with a smile so dumb it made India’s smile look like Einstein, and for once, there was no poise. He looked like a kid sitting outside the principal’s office.

Bruce kind of chuckled, but a very awkward chuckle, and India sucked in her breath.

I was gauging everyone’s reaction, waiting for the perfect time to say the next thing

I have very good timing.

“That’s one of my rules,” I said, sounding a little embarrassed, which I wasn’t. “No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know.”

Benji stammered something. His first words were, “I, um, well . . .” before his voice trailed off.

“Okay,” I said, and I turned to Bruce. “Do you think I know Benji well enough?”

Bruce and India just looked at me, like two deer caught in the headlights. Fortunately, there’s no rule against causing total embarrassment meltdown.

“So that’s a yes,” I said, and I stood and looked down at Benji. “Ready to go?”

He stood too, regained his poise enough to shake Bruce’s and India’s hands, and we went to the foyer to put on our coats.

“When do you want me home?” I asked.

“Twelve-thirty,” Bruce said.

“Okay, bye,” I said.

Saying what I said kind of got me going. Once we were in Benji’s car, I was ready to keep fighting.

His first words were sort of a laugh, while we were still on the driveway, and then he turned to me as he pulled out onto the road.

“You’re full of surprises,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you always ask them . . . about that?”

“This is the first date I’ve been on since I moved in with them.”

“When did you move in with them?”

“Late last month, when my mom disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Yeah, she left me a note, said she might never come back.”

“Okay,” he said. What do you say back to that? Smart as he was, he had nothing.

“That’s all I know,” I said. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

“Okay.”

“No wing man tonight, right?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“No Fitch barging in to pick up where you left off?”

“Oh, God,” he said, and he kind of shrunk at the steering wheel, if that was possible.

“That means no?” I asked him.

“Do you want to go back home?”

“No, I spent a bunch of time getting ready, and I want to see that movie.”

“Do you hate me?”

“No. I think you’re nice.”

“What do you think happened with Fitch?”

“I don’t know, but it seemed like he was waiting for his turn with me, and you seemed fine with it, so I was pretty sure it was all set up.”

“It wasn’t,” Benji said. “Not really. It just sort of happened.”

“He shows up, you leave. You should have stayed.”

“Did he . . . did he . . .”

“Rape me? No, I felt like he was giving me a choice. But I felt bad afterwards. I felt bad when we were all cheering in the new year.”

“Do you want to go home?”

“Don’t say home,” I said. “I don’t have a home.”

“What’s that place where I picked you up?”

“That’s Bruce’s home. Bruce and India. He used to be married to my mom, and we stayed connected, pretty much. And he and my mom had this deal. If she has to go away, I go there.”

“No dad?”

“Not available. South America, I think.”

“Or any other family?”

“Not really. Some people in Minnesota. But what’s wrong with Bruce and India? You seemed to like them.”

“It just . . . usually people don’t go live with their parent’s ex.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Okay, back to the topic,” Benji said, and I could tell he was trying to be logical now, and smart, like he was using his college skills with me. “Do you feel like bad things happened with Fitch? Are you—”

“No, I wanted him,” I said. “Because I needed to cum.”

“Are you always this blunt?”

“It’s something I do,” I said. “I’m only 20.”

“When I saw—”

“I’m a slacker,” I blurted. I just wanted that out there.

“You were in that pool, and I just—”

“I’m a slacker.”

“—had to talk to you, something in your face that said you were, that . . . What do you mean?”

“I fail a lot. I’ve been in school for a year and a half, and I’ve passed four classes so far.”

“You’re not dumb.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve dated dumb girls. I’ve—”

“I’m sure everyone is dumb to you.”

“They’re not,” he said, turning to me for a second. “They’re not. And you’re brilliant.”

I laughed. “That’s a first.”

“You were, uh, Plato’s perfect female. Seriously, it was like philosophy at that party.”

“Who’s Plato?”

“Greek philosopher.”

“Okay,” I said, really quiet, because I was afraid he was going to start killing me with boring stuff about Plato, like people who have just been to school will do. This guy from high school took classes in HVAC, and he went on and on a few months ago while I was trying to drink beer and watch The MacKenzies.

He looked at me again. “Why did you bring up sex in front of Bruce and India?”

“I needed to know the ground rules. I got in trouble for the party.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Lost my cell phone, couldn’t go out.”

“Because of me?”

“Well, sex with two guys I just met, and drinking, and driving, and missing curfew. So, not just you.”

“You just came home and told them everything?”

“No. Curfew was obvious, since they can tell time. And they asked me the other stuff, and I didn’t lie.”

“They asked about sex?”

“India did. Girls can tell, and they were already on my case about everything else, so she just asks, ‘Were you with a boy?’ and I said yes. Actually, I looked down at my pussy, and—”

“You were nude?”

“No. God no. What the fuck, Benji?”

“Well, you said you looked at your pussy.”

“Okay, okay, I looked at where my pussy is. But I still had jeans on. I was just looking to see if yours and Fitch’s cum was leaking out. Which, in hindsight, was kinda dumb. And not brilliant.”

“Was it leaking?”

“Seriously? You’re asking me that?”

“I’m just curious.”

“No. My panties were soaked, but they were kind of thick, so it didn’t get past them.”

“You’re the first thing I thought of the next morning. On New Year’s Day.”

“I thought about my mom.”

“Her note didn’t tell you where she was?”

“No. Just between you and me, I think she’s a spy.”

“A spy?”

“Yeah. She spies on stuff.”

“Cool.”

The movie was fine, kind of a retread of past episodes but that’s okay, and dinner was really good. I’ve never had Pad Thai before, and I’ve ignored Mom when she tried to teach me how to use chopsticks, but I let Benji show me, because he was really sweet about it. He held my hand, put the chopsticks in it, watched me try to take a bite, smiled, put the chopsticks in my hand again, then again, and on the third try, I actually had it halfway right. I liked it when he touched my hand.

“You’re a fast learner,” he said.

I smiled and thought, ‘No I’m not,’ and it sort of pissed me off. I don’t know why, but I wanted to put this away for good. I’m not smart.

“Marcia told me you’re a Rhodes Scholar, right after we were together.”

“Yeah?”

“You know what I thought she was saying?”

“What?”

“Road Scholar. As in, you drive a long way to wherever your classes are, or you have classes right next to the road.”

He laughed a little, reached up to help me with the chopsticks a little more, because one finger was slightly off.

“Why do you want me to think you’re not smart?” he asked.

“Because I’m not, and I don’t want to try to fool you and then have to watch your face when you find out.”

Benji laughed again, this time really hard.

“I can read faces,” I said when he was done laughing. “That is one thing I’m good at. It’s not ‘cuz I’m smart, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can tell things about people, just from looking at them. More things than other people can tell.”

“What do you know about me?”

“That you were related to that kid I saw lying in the snow.”

“Oh yeah.”

Benji’s face darkened a little, like he was remembering something that bothered him.

“I’m going to do better in school this semester though,” I said, to change the subject. “Bruce and India are really getting onto me, so I’m leaving on time usually, going to all my classes, doing assignments, and I’m getting mostly A’s and B’s.”

“Are you on a scholarship?” he asked.

“God no,” I said, laughing. “Mom pays for it all. Or, she used to pay for it. Now it’s Bruce and India.”

“She gave them some money?”

“What?”

“Your mom gave your tuition money to Bruce and India?”

“What?” I said again, but this time it was because I had to think about what he’d just said. I held up my hand, because I wanted Benji to shut up while I thought about something.

“Okay,” I said. “Oh my god. Yeah.”

“Yeah what?”

“Mom gives them money,” I said. “She probably always has.”

“What does she do?” Benji asked.

“I told you. I think she’s a spy.”

“Well, for what? Or who?”

“Her official job is doing some kind of sales thing for Continental Solutions, but they’ve never had a take your daughter to work day.”

Benji pulled his phone out, tapped it.

“It looks legit,” he said, holding up his phone.

“Yeah, I looked at it. But it’s all kind of generic, if you really read it. Solution this and strategic that, and one address and no customers or pictures of people who work there or anything.”

“You’ve never been to the address?”

“No. I might go. But I’ll never get in. Mom had this badge she used, and she said something by the door had to line up with her eye part.”

“Eye part?”

“Um, yeah. Um, iris, I think it’s called.”

“Spies make a lot of money.”

“How do you know?”

“If the job is dangerous, anyway. Hazard pay.”

“We lived well. We traveled a lot. Mom always had money.”

My mind was whirring.

“We traveled a lot, she bought me stuff, she paid a lot of money when I got tickets and forgot to take care of them. And I bet she was giving money to Bruce and India.”

“So, uh,” Benji started, but I didn’t want to talk about this anymore. Another subject change was needed.

“So, are we gonna have sex after dinner?” I asked.

“You’re really asking that?”

“Yeah.” It was kind of a perfect storm, where Benji was concerned. I started ovulating that day, I hadn’t done anything with anyone else since New Year’s Eve, and Benji was the right person for me that night.

“I’m not used to getting asked that.”

“Do you think I’m weird for asking?”

“No. Just blunt, I guess. Most girls aren’t, about that.”

“I was raised by my mom, and she’s weird. Or unconventional, anyway. She started traveling a lot more when I was fifteen. So I sort of raised myself, too, and made my own rules.”

“That’s kinda cool,” he said, and he took a huge bite of noodles with perfect chopstick form.

“Bruce doesn’t think so. He’s told me I didn’t get enough guidance from my mom. He’s probably right. And I guess she never taught me to be shy about certain things, but I’m not seeing that as bad necessarily.”

“But you know what’s embarrassing, even if you’re not embarrassed,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“You meant to embarrass Bruce and India, tonight.”

“Yeah, I did. And that’s a good point. I know what bothers other people. It just doesn’t bother me.”

Benji nodded. Sometimes I scared guys off. He wasn’t scared, it didn’t seem. Maybe because he was smart. Or just open to things.

“So, where?” I asked.

“I live with my parents.”

“Okay,” I said. “Are they cool?”

“Yeah.”

“Is their house nice?”

“Yeah.”

“You gotta get me home by 12:30.”

“Okay.”

“Do they know you almost killed your brother?”

“Damn,” he said. And then he looked at me hard. “A dumb girl would never ask that.”

I laughed. Whatever.

Benji’s house was nice, like he said. Fortunately, we had the place to ourselves when we got there. His brother was at another party, and his parents were out somewhere too.

It was kind of a replay of New Year’s. I followed him upstairs. Except that I wasn’t wearing a towel this time.

I look at faces, but I don’t look at rooms. I have no idea what was in there, other than that it was a pretty standard guy’s bedroom. Neater than average, maybe, but not freakishly so. The usual posters, I guess. No doors on his closet. I remember that. Just walk up, take what you need, put it on. Boom.

He shut the door, and I turned to it. He didn’t lock it, so I did, and smiled at him. “In case Fitch is around.”

“He’s not. I promise.”

He turned toward me, put his hands on my shoulders. He breathed in, and I could tell he was either nervous or agitated. I wanted him to be agitated. I was kinda agitated. Not nervous, though.

“No protection?” he asked.

“None at all.”

“You said you’re ovulating.”

“Yeah, I want a family.”

He frowned, and I felt his hands tighten on my shoulders, but he didn’t let go. It’s a little test I like to do, sort of like the “I’m 15” test. He passed.

“IUD,” I said. “We’re safe.”

He smiled, and I looked into his eyes and knew what he was thinking: She just tested me again. A dumb girl wouldn’t do that.

He pulled me close, kissed me, and I kissed him back. After everything I’d said about sex tonight, he was still wanting to be romantic first.

After we finished kissing, I stepped back, unzipped my dress, let it fall to the floor, reached down to pull my sweater over my head.

By the time it was off, Benji was doing his own striptease, and he finished before I did, standing there naked, waiting, his cock hardening and pointing at my feet while I was still in my bra and panties.

I unhooked my bra, slid it down my arms, watched my tits drop and bounce, pausing for a second so Benji could enjoy the show too, in case he was into that. Then I slid my panties down and stood up straight, presenting my ovulating pussy to him, my hair trimmed enough that he could see the slit underneath.

He raised an eyebrow and I smiled.

“Standing,” I said, and I walked up to him and grabbed his cock by the shaft, opening my legs and raising his rod so his tip slicked against my wet opening.

It wasn’t the best angle for penetration, but I liked to start that way sometimes, and it worked well enough with Benji, because we were about the same height. I reached down and spread my lips and, with a little adjusting and tilting my pussy forward, I got a few inches up my sheath.

“Ohhhh,” I sighed. I’d missed this.

Benji’s eyes went wide, and I guessed he’d missed it too.

Now he took over, pushing forward, grabbing my ass with both hands, pushing his cock all the way up my pussy, grunting with the effort while our bellies slapped together and my tits bounced against his chest.

I’m not sure he ever fucked standing up before, but he was a fast learner, and he wasted no time, pushing in and out while I just kind of gasped.

Somehow, he managed to kiss me in the middle of everything, and he raised one hand to my right nipple while his other hand held me in place by my ass, and then he just kind of exploded, cock dancing in me, hips squirming against mine, while his eyes got kind of confused, like he didn’t get what was happening.

“Yeah,” I said, reaching up and holding his face in my hands while my cunt drank his juice, squirt by squirt. “Yeah.”

He was done, but he didn’t pull out. He just wrapped his arms around my shoulders and kissed me again, like lovers, like we’d always known each other. That’s what it felt like, anyway.

We just stood there and kissed for awhile. I hadn’t cum, but I wasn’t agitated anymore. Just feeling a boy’s juice inside me is enough sometimes.

But then Benji surprised me, pulling out and dropping to his knees, looking at my pussy like he was going to study it, then sticking his tongue out, putting it against my hair, my clitoris, my opening.

I opened my legs wider, loving how it felt, loving that he didn’t mind tasting himself at my hole, but in this position, he couldn’t quite give me the attention I needed to cum.

“Finish me on the bed,” I whispered, touching his shoulder, the back of his head, and I pulled away, went to his bed, pulled his covers down – dark plaid flannel, nice – sat down and fell back, ass at the edge of the bed, legs up and spread, pussy opened to him.

He dropped next to the bed, put his mouth against my cunt and started working on it, tongue inside, deep, then against my clit, then around my hole, then back up. He was a quick learner here too, paying attention to what made me squirm and doing that again, and in probably less than a minute, I was groaning quietly, almost crying because that’s what a good orgasm makes me do.

Benji kept at it until I stopped moaning and my middle stopped bouncing, and I turned and slid up until my head was on the pillow. His room was cold so I pulled his covers over me, and he joined me there, behind me, spooning with his breath on my ear.

“That wasn’t sex with a dumb girl,” he whispered.

“You don’t need to keep saying things like that,” I said back. Maybe I’m dumb, maybe I’m not. I don’t like tests, though, because I’m not good at them. And I was starting to feel like everything was turning into a test now with Benji, like he kept looking for proof I’m not dumb. And at some point, I was going to disappoint him.

And then: Poof! Bye, Benji.

I heard a thump.

“I think someone just got home.”

“My parents, probably,” he said.

“Are you going to let me meet them?”

“They know you’re here. I texted them from the restaurant. So, they’re kind of expecting to.”

“What do they know about me?”

“Basically, your name, and I met you at Fitch’s party.”

“Are they going to judge me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, ask about school and be disappointed when they find out I’m not Rhodes Scholar material?”

“They might,” Benji said with what I thought was amazing honesty. “I can’t control that.”

I got out of bed, pulled my phone out of my pocket. It was a little after 11. If we went again, I’d definitely be late. We might be late anyway. He lived a ways south of Poughkeepsie. Probably close to an hour drive back to Bruce’s.

We got dressed, went down to the kitchen, where I could hear Benji’s parents talking.

Her mother noticed me first.

“Hi,” she said. “You must be Cherise.”

“Yeah, nice to meet you.”

She looked a little surprised. So did Benji’s dad. This is a very vain thing to say, but I think they were surprised at how I looked. I just mean that they were surprised her son got to go out with someone like me. I definitely have a certain look, which doesn’t say “scholars welcome here.”

Did they know what we’d just done upstairs? Did they care?

Benji’s parents were totally normal. I could tell Dad worked hard and was smart, and made good money because of it, probably through a business he owned. But Benji’s mom was smarter. I could tell that too.

I was on my best behavior, didn’t say anything to embarrass Benji, and I admitted I was going to Quadro and didn’t know what I wanted to focus on.

The drive back home was kinda sad. It’s a lot easier to talk about sex than the future with someone like Benji, because I didn’t think I’d see him again. We talked a little about his future though, just enough to confirm that he was back in school at Ithaca and probably wouldn’t get back to Poughkeepsie much until summer. If then.

Or maybe he was just telling me that. And then, he graduates in May.

We got home, he walked me to the door, kissed me hard, and I went in. It was 12:36. So I was six minutes late.

No Bruce, no India waiting up. Did they even know I’d missed curfew?

Saturday was uneventful. I did some studying, which I never do on Saturdays. I also helped India in the greenhouses, cleared out this corner of the basement with clothes they wanted to donate, did some other chores, and went through the gate in the back fence to take a walk through the snow in the woods. I found all kinds of animal tracks, a place where people hang out that I could probably see from my bedroom if I knew where to look. There were empty beer cans, a ring of rocks with ashes and burned sticks, and stumps that someone brought in for seats. Cute.

If I still lived in Poughkeepsie, I would have probably gotten together with Marcia for dinner Saturday night, but an hour of driving for an hour of eating wasn’t really sounding that great, especially with more snow in the forecast tonight.

So I just stayed home, had the usual food with Bruce and India, then they went out and I was alone and my head just went all over the place, and it was terrible. I wished I was out with Benji tonight instead of last night, and I started to think maybe he saved Saturdays for his best girl, and I was just a filler.

And what about Mom?

I could do nothing for her, which didn’t ease the guilt that I was actually doing nothing for her.

At any moment, she could be dying, then dead, and I wouldn’t know it. Or being tortured for everything she knew. And then killed.

Whatever her job was, the fact she had to disappear like this qualifies as child abuse. I’m pretty sure about that. Even when the child is 20.

I got out her night vision goggles after dinner, looked into the woods, saw a weird, hopping glow that I realized was a bunny, but no people in that nighttime place. I wanted to see someone, just to feel connected. It’s not like I would go out there. I just wanted to see them, even if they were weird glowy shapes. Probably a bunch of hunters. Or middle school kids. I saw another animal, bigger, but I couldn’t tell what it was, maybe just a dog, but it scared me and I turned off the goggles and put them in my desk drawer.

I wonder if Mom has ever used these things. And what she’s seen through them. Dead bodies? Murders? World leaders? Other spies? My eyes teared up thinking about it, so I turned them off and cried some. I miss Mom.

Masturbating helped a little. I thought about Benji, along with other things, and I cleared my head well enough to go to sleep.

But Sunday morning, I woke up in the same shitty mood, and it’s been that way all day. Why does Bruce have to live in the country? And why does all this have to be happening to me?

I came down to dinner tonight with some attitude, I’ll admit. It didn’t go well.

“What’s my mom?” I asked Bruce, point blank, as soon as we were all sitting down.

He looked up at me. I thought he’d be surprised or scared. He was neither.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“She’s given you a lot of money,” I said. “To take care of me.”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know.”

“A lot?”

“Enough for all your schooling.”

“And more?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s’ the only reason I’m here?”

“Not the only reason,” Bruce said. “But it helps.”

I was stuck. I thought Bruce was going to be evasive, or shut down, or maybe get emotional. I’m not sure he’s ever any of those things.

“We’re glad to have you with us, Cherise,” India said, doing her best impression of Southern hospitality.

“But you hate how I am,” I said. Yes, in hindsight, I realize I was trying to get a charge out of them. Something, anything. I shouldn’t be the only one hurting here.

“What do you mean?” Bruce asked.

“That whole contract thing. You don’t like me the way I am, so you’re trying to change me.”

“I see a lot of potential,” Bruce said. “And I really like that about you. You just need some nurturing.”

Flummoxed.

I just learned that word in world literature. Perfect for my situation. I had nothing for what Bruce was throwing at me.

“She’s a spy, right?” I said, returning to the initial point.

“I don’t know.”

“I think she is,” I said.

“Okay.”

Bruce obviously didn’t care about what I thought Mom was.

“You were home late Friday night,” he said, pulling a new thought out of thin air.

“By six minutes.”

“That’s a point.”

“Okay,” I said. “And I have four for leaving for classes late.”

“Yup,” he said. I was hoping he’d praise me for remembering, but he just said “Yup.”

I proposed losing my cellphone for a few nights this week, and doing an hour of chores. I kind of like working with India in the greenhouses. While all I see is pots and dirt and sticks, she really believes in what she’s doing in there. She talks about lettuce and cucumbers and peas like they’re already growing, and her vision is sort of contagious.

Sunday, February 14

It’s Sunday night, February 14.

Valentines.

I’m by myself.

I’ve heard from Benji a few times since our last date, but it’s just stuff about his classes, which is way more challenging than mine. He’s doing this huge science project with five other people

Still, I wouldn’t mind if he asked me about my life. He probably really does think I’m dumb. No one wants to know about dumb people’s lives. They just live, and it’s boring.

He’s said we ought to get together again, if he has a free weekend. Very polite of him.

Since he’s smart, maybe he did the math and figured out I was finishing my period this weekend. Maybe he likes talking to me, but not enough that he doesn’t want my pussy thrown in.

Here’s how pathetic my life is: After dinner, I put on Mom’s night vision goggles and looked out my window to see if anyone was at that place in the woods.

They were. Which made it worse, because I watched them. It wasn’t, as far as I could tell, a bunch of creepy hunters. The shapes were just kind of gray, but I’m sure there were guys and girls, because I saw two people sitting next to each other, and one of them put their arm around the other, and they leaned their heads together until they touched. Maybe they were kissing, I couldn’t tell.

They had a fire going, which showed up as pure white, and they were drinking something.

I almost – almost – considered going out there. I’m not shy, but it was easy to imagine a bunch of ways it would be a social disaster. “Uh, private party,” someone could say. Or they’d all go silent, which would be worse. And then, my warmest coat is for winter in the city, and it’s a designer wool thing. They were probably all in GOR-TEX and Tundraware, and I would not fit in at all clothing-wise, even if they tried to be nice.

Normally, I’m a little flirty with the guys I think are cute at school. You’d think I would have connected with a few by now, since I never miss class anymore. But now I’m judging everyone by Benji, and they’re not quite measuring up. Maybe it would have been better if I hadn’t met him.

And then, I’m whining about my social life, and god knows what is happening to Mom.

Sometimes, they put spies in little boxes, with just a toilet or something, and no outside contact at all. That would suck way worse than my life right now.

Monday, March 1

Oh. My. Fucking. God.

If what I’m writing here ever matters to anyone, because it’s evidence or whatever, I want everyone to know that this is the day I started freaking out.

It happened at work this afternoon.

Okay, start from the start: I work at Revenge of the Fashionistas. I am a style consultant. That’s my official title. But I just help people pick out clothes and cheap jewelry and ring them up. Mainly I’m supposed to look nice, so people will believe I know what I’m talking about if I say a blouse looks good on them or whatever.

Revenge, as we call it, is in what’s called Stall 41-A at Poughkeepsie Plaza.

I was working there this afternoon. I started my shift a little after 2, after going to class in the morning. It was right after 4 p.m. Maybe 4:10 p.m. This woman walks in. She’s dressed like a man. Not like a cross-dresser, but just in straight dark blue pants and a white button up shirt, and a big winter coat. Her coat was sorta pink, but not girlie pink, more like oh shit we’re out of pink dye, so let’s see what happens if we mix a little red with some really light blue.

Her hair was black and tied tight behind her head. No bangs. No coloring, I don’t think. Clumpy, like you get when you’re using the wrong shampoo.

And no earrings. No earrings. I’m not sure if there were holes for them. Doesn’t matter. If you’re a woman, and you don’t have holes for earrings, you get holes, no matter how scary that is for you. Take a Valium or pop a couple of shorties, for Crist’s sake. Or roofie yourself and go with someone you trust.

And if you do have holes, you put something in them. No one forgets to do that.

Unless you’re weird.

Or really, really old. Like, you don’t know how to poop old.

This woman was not old. She was probably 30. Or 32.

So, she was weird.

She comes in. Sandra is taking her turn at the front, says the standard greeting, welcome and what can I show you and all that, and the woman totally blows her off, just looks at her and keeps going, to the blouses.

You can always tell who’s seriously looking, and who’s just killing time, by how they go through the merchandise. Time killers look like they’re following a checklist. Grab a sleeve, pull it out, feel it, look at the price, drop the sleeve and go to the next item on the rack. Someone there to buy is totally different. Pull out the sleeve, stare at the fabric, stare off into space to picture yourself wearing it, drop the sleeve and go to the next item, but then go back, grab the first sleeve again, pull the shirt off the rack, hold it up, hang it up, pull it off again, finally ask where the fitting room is and go try it on.

This woman was a total time killer, just going through the motions.

I finished ringing up a customer, had nothing else to do, so I walked up to her.

“Hi, finding what you need?” I asked.

She turned to me, stared at me, and flashed me this huge, fake smile. And something about her face was really, really off. Not just the smile. But really off in a way I’d seen before. So I’m staring at her, trying to smile, but distracted by her face. Where had I seen that expression before? Or demeanor? Yes, that’s a good word for it. Demeanor.

“Yes,” she says at last, “I’m looking for a work shirt.”

A work shirt? Who ever buys a work shirt, or calls it that?

“You look like a small,” I say, because I say that to everyone, unless they’re big enough that we both know they’re never getting that body into anything small. But she acts like it’s the most brilliant thing anyone’s ever said to her.

“Yes, how did you know that?” she asks, her fake smile going even bigger and even faker.

“Just a guess,” I said.

“How long have you worked here?” she asks me. “You must have a lot of experience.”

“Just eighteen months or so,” I tell her.

“Your mother must be very proud,” she says.

That’s what she said. “Your mother must be very proud.”

What?

I heard her words, kind of ran them through my head, thought about her face, which at that moment I realized is just like Mom’s face – the same face as someone who does what Mom does, whatever that is – and I quickly went into five-alarm freakout.

“Kinda,” I choked out, while I started running through all my options.

What the Fuck with a capital F do you say when a spy wants to talk about your missing spy mom?

At that moment, I was as smart as Benji. Smarter than Benji.

Because I must have considered 20 responses before I settled on what I still think is the best one.

Rejected response number one. “Well, yeah, but she might be dead, or getting tortured in a desert prison.”

Rejected response number two: “Do you know her? Did you work with her? Are you a spy too? How is she doing?”

Rejected response number three: “Okay, spy girl, if you don’t tell me where my mom is in the next five seconds, I’m going to come after you with this merchandise security pin remover thing we keep right next to the cash register, and trust me, it hurts when you catch your fingers in it.”

I rejected more answers I can’t remember.

Here’s what I said back.

“Yeah. Tell her I said hi.”

She just looked at me. The fake smile disappeared, and it was replaced by a real smile, but hardly a smile at all. An embarrassed smile. Like, this was not her best professional moment, because someone’s 20-year-old daughter had just outed her and her top-secret, no-fashion lifestyle.

“Thank you,” she said, and she turned around and left the store, just like that. I watched her go. No one but a spy would react that way to what I said.

Cherise: 1

Spy girl: 0

In hindsight, I should have told Karen I needed to get something from my car, since the store was dead at that moment, and I should have followed her, to watch what black van she got into, which would pull up right outside one of the mall entrances, and the door would open right when she got to it because someone else was inside waiting, and she’d get in and they’d speed off, and she’d have to make up some kind of lie about how awesome she was in the store with me, to impress the other spies, and she’d say she totally fooled me about not being a spy, and she got some good information about me, like how I had been working at Revenge of the Fashionistas for 18 months.

Yeah, I’m sure Mom would never have told them that, or anything else having to do with me, even if they were putting her in a cage with biting mice. She’s terrified of mice. One got into our condo once, and she was dancing around like a freak, and I just put a trashcan over it to trap it in the living room, and then we called building maintenance and he was nice enough to scoot it into a box and carry it way outside.

Bruce said not to worry about Mom. But he didn’t put that on my contract. And now, they’ve come to me. I need to start doing something.

But what?

I did stop by that address for her office last week, though. It was on the second floor of this really boring looking white office building. I banged on the door. No answer. And nothing to scan your iris or put a badge up against. That was just Mom’s lies. I banged some more, until one of their neighbors got tired of all the noise I was making and came into the hall.

“That office is vacant,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. I’m not sure if she had a spy face or not. I was upset, because I was sort of thinking Mom might answer. Or she wouldn’t, but someone who knew where she was would.

I don’t know what to do about Mom. I don’t know what to do about anything.

And I’m still lonely. No dates, not seeing Marcia much. She’s got this new guy she’s hanging out with.

I started ovulating four days ago, and the juice has kind of been pouring out, worse than most months, maybe because I have no one to share it with.

I’m not feeling sorry for myself, just stating a fact.

If they’d sent spy boy instead of spy girl, though, things might have gone differently.

Maybe I would have said something like, “Yeah, my mom is proud of me, but I can’t say anything else about her out here because it’s kind of secret.”

And then he’d say something with a cool accent, like, “Would you like to continue the conversation in a more private location?”

I’d say yes, we’d leave the mall together, the van would be waiting, the door would open, and it would have a private bed in the back, and we’d do it back there, and I’d play dumb, which isn’t hard for me, but I’d get all kinds of information from him, from his face.

I’d cum for real, though.

So would he.

Okay, I’m warmed up enough now. I’m going to bed, but not to sleep, and I’m going to use that super clit blaster on myself, and I’m going to think about doing it with a spy in a spy van, and try not to think about Benji, who hasn’t written me at all since last week.

Saturday, March 12

Fuck.

Actually, FUCK, all caps.

So far, this semester, I’ve got 2 A’s and 2 B’s in my classes. One of my B’s is in a basic math class, which is unheard of.

I’m working close to 15 hours a week at Revenge.

I’m working harder at home than I ever have. Not just homework, which I almost never blow off now – even the math problems, which are kind of necessary to passing, I’ve learned – but seven hours a week of chores. Hard work, too. Kitchen, shoveling snow, carrying pots around in the greenhouses.

Which makes what happened in the last 24 hours that much worse.

Fuck again.

It’s the first day of spring break. I have off of school Monday through Friday, and not that many work hours either.

So I went to town Friday night to have dinner with Marcia and her boyfriend, Dexter, and celebrate and kind of be a third wheel, since I’m still living in the country and dateless, and on my period anyway.

I drank over dinner. I have a fake ID, and I used it. They drank too. Dexter’s old enough. Marcia isn’t, but she also has a fake ID.

We went to a bar afterward. I drank some more.

Fuck.

We met some other people at the bar. Someone handed me a shot of something.

I put that down.

Me and Marcia talked about Benji. I heard from him again, a few days ago. He said his spring break was starting in a week, and he’d be home, and he asked if I could go out next Saturday night, and I said sure. So even that was maybe going good in my life, if Benji was going to follow through. Me and Marcia said we should double date. Maybe Benji and Dexter would like each other.

We went to some other places, and then I got in my car and tried to drive home.

I hit an icy patch, kind of over-corrected, which anyone would do, and ended up in the other lane for a second.

That was enough for the cop who was coming in the other direction and pulled me over, since he was right there and had nothing better do to.

I wasn’t drunk. I blew twice by the side of the road. .07 both times. That’s not drunk.

But, I’m 20.

I showed him my real ID, which maybe was a mistake.

“Miss, I’m going to need to take you in,” he said.

“Where?” I asked. I was standing next to my car. I’d just blown a .07, and I failed the field sobriety test too, which is a lot harder to succeed at when you’re in heels, and I thought he understood that. And I was freezing. I sincerely thought he was doing me a favor, like he was going to escort me home so I didn’t crash. Until he spoke again.

“Lockup.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re under arrest.”

“What?” I asked.

“Underage drinking. It’s a crime.”

“Oh, god no,” I said.

“And you’ll be getting a moving violation. Turn around, hands behind your back.”

“Oh, god no,” I said again.

“Are you resisting arrest?”

“No, no, but you don’t need to arrest me,” I said, and I turned around and put my hands behind my back, but I was still thinking about new arguments against all this when the cuffs were already around my wrists.

“What about my car?” I asked. I’ve never felt more helpless – or sober – in my life.

“Impoundment.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’ll have it towed and impounded. You’ll have to pay to get it out.”

“Where?”

“They’ll go over that at the facility. We work with five lots, I don’t know which one’ll be called.”

“Oh, god,” I said again.

This was serious.

“When can I go home?” I asked. “I have curfew.”

“When?” he asked, walking me to his car, opening the back door.

“Midnight.”

He laughed.

“We won’t even finish processing you before then.”

“What time is it?” I asked.

He looked at his watch.

“11:27.”

“Shit,” I said, as he basically pushed me into the backseat with his hand on my head.

There were bars between the front and backseat. There were no door handles on the doors. Even if he didn’t put me in handcuffs, I was stuck here.

And then it hits me: this is my biggest fuckup. Ever. Nothing else I’ve ever done is worse than this. And I waited until after Mom was gone and I was living with Mr. and Mrs. Discipline Q. Contract to pull this one off.

He sat down in the driver’s seat, but he didn’t drive away. He had this laptop, and he started typing on it, then he talked into a mic on his shoulder. He still had my driver’s license, and he was reading everything off from it, and then he said “blew a .07, underage, I’m about 15 minutes away.”

He told them to send a tow for my car, and off we went.

“How bad is this?” I asked.

“You shouldn’t drink underage,” he said.

“Yeah, but how bad? What happens to people?”

“Fine, maybe jail, that’s up to the courts.”

“Jail?” I asked, and I know my voice was getting a little screechy, because all of this was completely something I’d never thought about before in my life.

“Maybe, I don’t know, not up to me,” he said. This was just a job to him. Completely ruining people’s lives was just something he did for a living.

“If I go to jail, how long will I be there?” I asked, and I knew at that moment I’d blown another semester.

Thirty days. No one goes to jail for less than thirty days. I’d get out in April. I’d miss tests in all my classes, and two assignments. I’d fail everything. Again.

“Most people don’t go to jail for this,” he said. “It depends on how you present in court.”

“You mean, if I present a technicality?” I said.

He laughed. It was great to know I was entertaining him.

“If you want to spend a lot of money on a lawyer, I’m sure you can find something,” he said. “Most people show up, say sorry to the judge, pay the fine and do some community service.”

“Do you know any good lawyers?”

More laughter. Fuck you, Officer Life Q. Ruiner.

“Look,” I said, squirming in my seat. I hated having my hands cuffed behind me. I’m already locked in. What did he think I was going to do, smash out a window with my bare hands?

“Look, I need to get out in 10 days, for school.”

“Okay, this is your first arrest, right?”

“Yes, yes,” I said, kind of desperate, I know. But maybe he thought I got arrested all the time when he first met me, and now he realized I was really innocent and he’d just take me back to my car and tell me to quit drinking until my next birthday.

“Call someone and have them come pay your bail,” he said.

“How much is bail?”

“Up to the magistrate.”

“How much is it usually?”

“I don’t know. A few hundred.”

“I don’t have that much,” I said. “Wait, wait, I do. In my bank account. I—”

“Cash only,” he said.

“How am I supposed to get that much cash?”

“Call someone.”

I looked at my purse, sitting on the seat next to me. That’s where my phone was.

“I can’t, ‘cuz I’m handcuffed.”

He laughed for I guess the hundredth time that night.

“There’s a phone in the station you can use once you’re processed.”

“What does processing mean?”

“They’ll inventory your things, get your fingerprints, do a search, get your pictures. Takes an hour or so.”

“Inventory my things?”

“Yeah, purse, clothes, shoes. You get it back when you get out.”

“They’re going to take my clothes?”

“Yeah.”

This was a whole new level of being fucked I’d never even imagined. People I hadn’t even met yet had total control over my body, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“My mom’s a spy,” I said, in act of the most embarrassing desperation I’d ever committed.

“Huh?” he said, still driving. I guess I sort of thought he’d pull over and say, “Oh, you’re mom’s a spy? That changes everything!”

“She’s a spy,” I repeated. “She’s risking her life right now. Or she might even be dead. Or maybe they’re doing something horrible to her now, before they kill her.”

“That’s a new one,” he said, kind of to himself.

“So, you don’t care?”

“Care about what?”

“That my mom’s a spy.”

“No,” he said. “Not at all.”

A bunch of different things to say went through my head. Fortunately, I went to the practical.

“So tell me the process,” I said. “How do I get out?”

“I can tell you what usually happens,” he said from the front seat, just driving along to the jail. “Actual results may vary.”

“Go ahead,” I said, not laughing at all at his weird attempted joke.

“Tomorrow morning, you’ll go to the magistrate, and he or she will set bond, and then you call someone with that much money, in cash, and they come get you out, and then you can pay a fine or ask for a jury trial or see if a lawyer can get you off on a technicality.”

“I’m going to have call these people,” I said, mostly to myself.

Bruce and India. Bruce and India. I was going to have to call Bruce and India, and tell them where I was, and explain everything.

Tomorrow morning.

I would be missing curfew. I drank. I drove.

I didn’t have unprotected sex with strange boys, though. Yay.

“What people?” he asked.

“These people I’m living with. After my mom disappeared a few months ago, I started living with them. And they’re super strict. They have this contract for me and everything.”

He had nothing to say back to that.

“Could you just tell your boss,” I said, trying to organize my thoughts. “Could you just mention to your boss what I said? About my mom?”

“My boss?”

“That magistrate person.”

“That’s not my boss.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “They work for you? But all the same—”

“They’re judicial, I’m executive,” he said. “Totally separate.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything,” I said.

“Three branches of government?” he said. “Do they teach that anymore?”

“The three branches of government?” I repeated. I was familiar with the concept. I thought it through for a second. Was he testing me? Maybe if I passed, he’d let me go?

“Police,” I said. “Then fire. Like, the fire department. And, um, um, libraries.”

He laughed, the hardest he had all night. Obviously, I guessed wrong. I looked it up after I got home. He was talking about the whole big government thing. I get that now. We studied it in high school. I sort of remember it. I was just focusing on more local stuff.

We were downtown now, and he slowed outside this big government building, a gate opened and he pulled through it, drove through a parking lot and through a garage door that opened for us and then closed behind us.

Someone came out, like a welcoming party, a woman cop, and she walks up to my door and opens it.

“Step out, Miss,” she said.

“See ya,” I said to the guy who arrested me.

“Yeah,” he said back, then he turned to the woman. “She might be a little delusional.”

“Okay.”

I slid out of the car and she reached in and grabbed my purse and took my elbow and walked me over to the stairs, into the building and down this hall to this small room with a table in it.

She locked the door and took off my handcuffs.

“Undress,” she said, and she set my purse on the table.

I was expecting this, so I just did what she said. Shoes, sweater, belt, skirt, tights.

“Bra and panties too.”

“Okay.”

I stripped the rest of the way, and then I looked at her, totally nude, wondering what’s next.

“Bend over, hands on your knees.”

“Why?” I asked, but I knew as soon as I asked it because she was putting rubber gloves on.

“Cavity search,” she said.

I bent over and she stepped behind me.

“I’m going to remove your tampon,” she said. “Hold still.”

Oh, god. That was probably the worst part of the whole thing. She started tugging, and I tried to relax but I did the opposite.

“Relax,” she said.

I tried, failed, so she just yanked it out by the string.

“Ow.”

She put it in a clear plastic bag on the table, and I thought she was done with that hole, but I stayed in position and she put two fingers up there, looking for god knows what, which she didn’t find.

The gloves came off, she put two new ones on, and then I felt something at my ass, a cold gel, and she rubbed it on, and then the finger went up there and searched around for awhile, finding nothing again.

“Am I going to get a fresh tampon?” I asked. I probably should have been crying or freaking out, I guess, but I was just dealing with it now. I didn’t want to be in jail. But if I had to be, I didn’t want to bleed on myself.

“Yeah,” she said. She had even less personality than the guy who arrested me.

“When?”

“Once you’re confined,” she said, as if that answered things. “Stand up straight, feet six inches apart.”

I obeyed, I heard a click and felt her closing cuffs around my ankles.

She stepped in front of me, grabbed one hand, cuffed it, cuffed my other wrist.

There was a roller on the wall, with plastic bags on it. She unrolled one, opened it, put all my stuff in it, threw the tampon and the bag it was in into a trash can.

“Purse and contents,” she said, announcing everything I used to have on me. “Coat. Shoes. Skirt. Sweater. Bra. Panties. Tights.”

She unlocked the door, bag in one hand, my elbow in the other.

We were walking back into the hall.

“When do I get clothes?” I asked.

“You’ll be in psychiatric segregation,” she said.

We went through another door. People we were working here. Females. Males. A couple of them glanced up at me.

She walked me to this table, fingerprinted me, then had me stand against a wall next to it for pictures. Front. Left profile. Right profile. I assume the camera was aimed only at my face.

She took me down a hall.

“In here,” she said, opening up a barred door.

I walked through it. I was kind of numb at this point.

The door clanged behind me. She locked it. I turned around.

She was walking away.

“Hey, Ma’am?” I said.

“Yeah.”

“Do I get these off?” I asked, raising my hands.

“No.”

“Why?”

She just smirked.

“What about my tampon?”

“Okay,” she said, walking away.

I looked around me. A white room with a toilet and a concrete bed, with a thin mat and a foam pillow on it. No sheet. No bedspread. I noticed the smell for the first time, like a toilet someone forgot to flush and then sprayed with disinfectant.

And a locked, barred door. Anyone could see in here, to look at the chained, naked redhead. Someone walked by. A man. I looked at him. He made eye contact, looked away. Like I was too horrible to see for more than a few seconds.

Another man showed up, but instead of passing by, he came to the bars and held out his hand.

“Tampon,” he said.

I clanked over to him, took it, set it on the bed. I was going to wait until he left to put it up my vagina, but he just stood there.

“What?” I asked, looking at him.

“I need to confirm proper use,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“I need to make sure you insert it.”

“Seriously?”

He said nothing, just stood there.

I grabbed the tampon, ripped off the wrapper, sat down on the toilet, shoved it in.

Happy now, Officer Tampon Q. Watcher?

He was still there.

“What?” I asked again.

“Wrapper and application stick,” he said, holding out his hand.

I clanked back to him, handed him the trash and he left. I went to the toilet, peed, flushed.

I looked around again. The true horror of this moment was sinking in slowly. What was I supposed to do? Kick back? Chill?

Not even.

I walked around, in a tight circle, round and round. For hours, I guess. I had no way to tell time.

Maybe someone would come get me, I was thinking, or give me clothes if they saw I was awake. But everyone ignored me. They’d stop by, look in, look away. I guess to make sure I didn’t try to escape, or kill myself.

The cop who arrested me told the woman cop I was delusional. Because I said Mom’s a spy probably. So this is how they treat “delusional” people at jail. Put us in a little cell, chained up and naked, and they look at us on a regular basis.

Shouldn’t I have been getting therapy? Shouldn’t someone have been working with me right then to make me not insane?

I’d love to see that cop’s face when Mom showed up and did some spy stuff to him.

Like, killed him, or almost killed him. Isn’t that what spies do sometimes? Has Mom ever killed anyone?

Not that he deserved death for arresting me. It was, more or less, in his job description. But while I was going round and round in my little psycho cell, I went through everything and decided he should at least get injured. It’s okay if it was a minor injury, something you just need Bactine for. Or just scared really bad. I’m sure one of the things spies learn is how to make people insanely scared without doing any physical damage.

I only got on the bed when I could literally do nothing else, my legs sort of crumpling under me, and the room spinning.

I have no idea how long I slept, but it wasn’t one of those terrible nights of sleep where everyone’s screaming and doors are clanking all the time. I’m sure they kept looking at me, but it stayed pretty quiet. I woke up a few times, felt my chains and remembered all the shit that had happened and rolled over and went back to sleep. The lights never went off.

Then it was morning.

“Miss?” someone was saying. A woman’s voice. “Miss?”

I rolled over to look at the door, groaned. Another woman cop, standing at my door.

I slid off my bed, almost fell because I wasn’t used to having my ankles chained together, and I went to the toilet, and then I looked at her again from there.

“Huh?” I asked.

“Time for your hearing.”

“I can hear,” I said, because I had no idea what she was talking about.

“C’mon,” she said.

I wiped, flushed, wished I could change tampons, went to the bars.

She opened the door and I followed her down another hall.

“Stand here,” she said, turning my shoulders, and I saw this little camera pointing at my face.

“State your name,” a woman’s voice said from a speaker next to the camera. I assume this was the magistrate.

“Hi, I’m Cherise Sylvania.”

“Age?”

“20.”

“You were charged with underage drinking last night.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Are you a danger to yourself?”

“What? No.”

“1,000,” she said.

The lady cop turned my shoulders and walked me back to my cell.

“What just happened?” I asked as she locked me in.

“Your bail was set at $1,000.”

“I have that.”

“It needs to be in cash. $100.”

“You said a thousand.”

“100 covers it.”

“That’s weird,” I said. “Can I call someone?”

She unlocked my door, led me to this little phone. There were people here too, working. I don’t know if they looked at me, because I didn’t look at them. The way I was handcuffed, my hands kind of covered my hair and slit, but you could see my breasts. I didn’t care anymore, though.

There was a little clock on the phone. It was 9:35 a.m. Yup, blew curfew. Big time. How many points was it for missing curfew by nine hours?

I called Bruce’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Bruce, Cherise here.”

“Where are you?”

“In jail.”

“Which one?”

“Downtown Poughkeepsie. Big building, but I don’t know the address.”

“What did you do?”

“Um . . . they say I blew a .07.”

“You got a DUI?”

“No, it was .07.”

“Well, since you’re not old enough to drink, shouldn’t it have been a .00?”

Whoa. So Bruce went straight from “Where are you?” to being a lawyer. Shit.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. I thought I was being cooperative, but that wasn’t good enough for him.

“You guess? Is there a chance the laws have changed?”

“No,” I said, sincerely trying again to pass Bruce’s stupid test. “It was illegal for me to drink, but I drank anyway.”

“What do you want us to do?”

“Can you pick me up? My car got, um, impounded.”

“What’s bail?”

“A hundred dollars.”

“A hundred?”

“Well, a thousand officially, but that equals one hundred cash for some reason.”

“We’ll see,” Bruce said.

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll see.”

“See about what?”

“About paying your bail.”

“It’s a hundred dollars.”

“Maybe you should stay there.”

“What?” I screamed. “They took all my clothes, and I’m in handcuffs, and my feet are chained together, and they’re keeping me in this cell with no—”

“Maybe you’re safer there,” Bruce said, just loud enough so I could hear him over my own yelling. He was totally unemotional during the whole conversation. He didn’t care.

“I’m not safe here. Everyone’s looking at me. I could catch a cold.”

“Cherise is in jail,” Bruce said. He must have been talking to India. He covered his phone then, I guess, because all I could hear after that were mumbles.

“We’ll be down before lunch,” he said, clearly again.

“To get me out?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“What?”

He hung up.

I hung up.

The cop lady grabbed my shoulder and aimed me back toward my cell.

“Can I have therapy?” I asked while she was locking me in.

“For what?”

“Everyone thinks I’m delusional, so I should get therapy. To be cured.”

In my mind, I was thinking they would have to take off my chains and give me something to wear to talk to a psychologist. Maybe even go to their office somewhere else, instead of being locked up here.

She ignored the question, just walked away.

A few minutes later, someone showed up with a tray of food and set it on the shelf set into my door. Eggs, fruit, toast, a little cup of orange juice with aluminum over the top. Spork.

I ate it all on my bed, then kept sitting there, glaring at everyone who passed by, especially the people who were checking on me.

I thought about walking around again, but I just wasn’t feeling good, and food didn’t help. I wasn’t tired though.

Finally, a man cop came to the door, unlocked it. “C’mon,” he said.

“Where to?”

“Visitation.”

“Who’s here?”

“I don’t know.”

He walked me down a hall, through a door, through another door, then into this room with two cells on one side. Not really cells, though. More just like cages, with bars in front and on the sides. He stopped at one of the doors, but before he put me in there, he took one of my hands and opened the cuff, but instead of taking off the other cuff, he spun me by the shoulder and handcuffed me in back.

He opened the door and motioned me to step in, and I went in and he locked the door behind me. There was no toilet in here, no food. And no clothes.

“This isn’t visitation,” I said.

“It is.”

“Where are my visitors?”

“In the lobby, probably.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know.”

In the back of my mind, I was thinking maybe Mom was here. Shouldn’t spies know when their kids get arrested? And she’d get me out. And it wouldn’t matter if she saw me naked, since she did all the time when we lived together.

But if this was Bruce and India – oh, God.

“Wait, I need to have some clothes on.”

“Not when you’re on mental health status.”

I’d been thinking slowly, but now I was focusing, because I had a very specific thing to think about: Bruce and India, seeing me like this.

“What the hell?” I said, which is the best thing I could think of to sum up my concerns at that moment.

He just left, shutting the door behind him, one more completely unhelpful person, the only kind I’d met since I was arrested.

I looked down at myself. Bare breasts, two long legs, a dark red triangle of hair, thick and wild and embarrassing.

And a white string hanging out between my pussy lips.

Oh, God.

“Wait!” I screamed.

No response.

I started pacing again, short little steps, because that’s all I could take.

I made maybe two complete circles around my cage before the door opened up. I looked over long enough to confirm that it was not Mom, but Bruce and India, and that was it. I just kind of went blank. They walked up to the bars. Plain faces. No sympathy, no anger. Just taking it all in. They asked me some questions, I think, and I answered them, but it was like trying to talk when you’re dreaming. The words don’t come out right, or don’t come out at all. I don’t remember almost anything of what was said.

I do remember how I felt, though. Like just slightly better than an animal. Or not even that, because there are plenty of animals – dogs, for example, and really smart horses, I guess – who go all their lives without screwing up as bad as I had. Some cats too, probably.

But no animal – not even bugs – gets chained up and put in a cage naked so people can talk to them.

I don’t remember anything in Bruce’s face other than, maybe, a little judgment. He’d never seen me nude, even when I was a kid and we all lived together. I never got weird feelings around him then, and I didn’t now. He and mom had issues that had to do with me and they got divorced, but he was never one of those creepy stepdads who either wants to be super-strict or your best friend – or both – with the idea of being more than friends should the opportunity arise. I guess I thought they’d both be looking at my pussy, and the string hanging out between my lips, but no, it was like any other unpleasant conversation with them, just looking into my eyes and talking and getting things resolved.

We finished talking, reached some sort of agreement, and they left.

I don’t know how long I stood there after that, probably a few minutes that felt like a few hours, but finally someone came and opened up my cage and let me back to a room like the first room they brought me to last night, where I had to undress.

All my stuff was already in there in the bag, along with some stupid paperwork, and they took off my cuffs and I got dressed and put my purse over my shoulder and pulled out my cellphone.

I saw five calls from Bruce there, then a few from Marcia because they called her about me a few times and she tried to call me.

I was a little relieved about getting my clothes on, and getting my purse back, and it was nice to walk normally too, none of which were things I ever appreciated before, and they led me out into this reception area where Bruce and India were sitting in two plastic chairs.

We went out to their car without saying anything, so I started listening to the messages on my phone, but of course they wanted to talk to me once we were on our way to the place where my car was.

“So what happened?” Bruce asked.

“You mean, in that jail?” I asked, and hit pause on one of the messages Bruce had left me (“Cherise, you okay? Where are you?”) and put my phone in my purse. I was really trying to be respectful. Part of me was thinking this was it, I was done being a member of the normal human race, and the other part was thinking I should try to recover from this, to keep improving. Maybe I could even stay in school and finish the semester with something other than four more F’s.

For now, I decided to go with the second idea, which involved being respectful.

“I mean from the start, last night,” Bruce said. “Tell me about drinking.”

“I drank.”

“Where?”

“At a couple of places. When I was having dinner with Marcia and her new boyfriend. And at this bar afterwards.”

“And then you drove,” India said.

“I did.”

“Why did you get pulled over?” Bruce asked.

I still didn’t like getting questioned by both of them, but I decided not to complain about that.

“I hit an ice patch and went out of my lane a little, and that was good enough for the cop. I’m sure he was just praying for someone to slide so he’d have an excuse to pull them over.”

“Is there a chance he saved your life?” Bruce asked.

“The roads weren’t that bad.”

“You were impaired, even if you weren’t over the line,” Bruce said.

“I was 20 minutes from home,” I said. “I’m sure—”

“If you’d been seriously hurt,” Bruce said, and his voice was finally sort of emotional, so I just shut up and listened, “or if you’d hurt someone else—”

“That can be worse,” India said.

“You would spend every day – every day – for the rest of your life wishing someone had stopped you last night.”

I’ve heard enough sad stories, which I don’t want to get into here, to know he was right, on some level. But that was just making me feel more defensive, because I was still feeling like I was mostly the victim here, because of everything that had happened to me.

“You almost weren’t going to show up,” I said.

“We had other things we wanted to do this morning,” Bruce said.

“Did you see how they were keeping me?” I asked, right on the verge of yelling, just barely keeping my cool. “They were treating me like I was going to kill myself.”

“That was all the result of choices you made.”

“Yeah, I chose to tell them Mom’s a spy, because she is, and so they decided I was insane. Which I’m not, and got no therapy for, which I didn’t need anyway but whatever.”

“Why did you tell them that?” India asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, which was a lie. In hindsight, I felt kind of dumb about it. Obviously, claiming that your mom’s a spy gets you nowhere in life.

I looked at the seat beside me. Dog hair. Bunker’s hair.

I was trying to keep it together, but I could feel my eyes fill with tears.

“I don’t know,” I tried to say again, although my voice broke on “know.” So it was just “I don’t” and then kind of a choke.

Everyone was quiet. Bruce was just driving. India was just sitting next to him. They were both staring straight ahead. It had snowed overnight, and everything was beautiful. I didn’t care though. I knew they were waiting for me to say the next thing, once I regained my emotional balance.

The next thing was totally unexpected though, to me and Bruce and India too, probably, words out of mouth because of a sudden memory that I should have put in my notes the day mom disappeared. But I guess I had to think about suicide first.

“Wow,” I said, “Mom talked about suicide.”

“What do you mean?” Bruce said back.

“I’m not trying to change the subject, but this just hit me,” I said. “It was Christmas night. After dinner, at bedtime. I walked by her room, and I heard her saying ‘I can’t just kill myself,’ and she was crying sort of.”

“Who was she talking to?” India asked.

“I don’t think anyone. Just herself. I heard the words, I guess, but I didn’t think about them until now. She was upset, and she said that. I didn’t bother her, though. She was in her room with the door closed. And I didn’t really think much about it, because Mom’s – you know – kind of weird. But wow.”

Bruce and India had nothing to say about that. Nothing.

From there, my head went to Bruce, and him seeing me naked. If he’d been weird about it, it would have really bothered me. But he wasn’t, so it didn’t. It just seemed a little strange, but not terrible. I’ve skinny dipped with all kinds of people, a few times. I’m really not that modest.

Time to move on.

“Okay,” I said. “Consequences.”

“Yeah,” Bruce said.

“How many points is this?” I asked.

“It’s your contract,” Bruce said back.

I almost said back “No, it’s our contract,” but that would have been rude.

“Okay,” I said, going through the contract in my head. “Well, 10 points for missing curfew for more than two hours. And 5 points for alcohol, and—”

“For any alcohol,” Bruce said. “How many drinks did you have?”

“Wait,” I said. “It’s 5 points for drinking, uh, at one time, right?”

“Per drink.”

“The contract doesn’t say that.”

“That’s the spirit of the contract,” Bruce said.

Spirit. Was he trying to be funny? Probably not.

“So, you’re saying, five points per drink?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then . . . I guess I had four drinks. So, 20 points more, 30 total so far. And then, I drove after I drank, so that’s another 10 points. So, 40.”

They were silent.

“40,” I said again.

“And then, you got arrested,” Bruce said.

“How much is that worth?” I asked hopefully.

“What do you think?”

“Well, it was terrible,” I said. “At least 20 points.”

“So that brings you up to 60,” he said.

“Wait, what?” I asked. “No, I mean, it brings me back down to 20.”

“No, getting arrested adds points.”

Bruce was totally not getting this. But I kept my cool. I really did.

“Getting arrested is a punishment,” I said. “It should take points off.”

“No, if you screw up so badly law enforcement has to get involved, that’s more punishment, not less. So let’s go with 20 points, which brings you up to 60.”

“Oh my god,” I said under my breath.

“And you were almost 10 hours past curfew.”

“You mean, when I called you, it was 10 hours past?”

“Yes.”

“So you’re saying it should be more than 10 points, since it was a lot more than two hours? And the fact I was in jail and couldn’t call you doesn’t count?”

“Yes.”

“How about 20 points there, then?” I said, pretty much giving in to the insanity of this whole conversation. “So that’s 80 points.”

“Yes,” Bruce said.

India nodded without looking back at me.

80 points.

Which equals 80 hours of chores, at a point each. Or grounded for 8 weekends, at 5 points per weekend night. Or no cell phone for 160 hours.

Or some shitty combination of all that. I was running different combinations of consequences through my head, and none of it was good. Basically, my life would completely suck for the next two or three weeks at least, including all of what I thought was going to be my best spring break ever.

Oh my god, I said, this time just to myself. Benji said he wanted to take me out next Saturday night. Saturday, not Friday, too. I was going to be his best girl this weekend.

“Sorry, Mr. Rhodes Scholar,” I was saying, but still just in my head. “I can’t go out with you, because I’m grounded, for being an idiot.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, talking out loud now. “Is there anything else we can do? Can you punish me any other way?”

Bruce and India were silent. Bruce was trying to find the lot where my car was being kept, and India was just looking out the window.

“Could I pay off some points?” I asked. “I could—”

Bruce laughed, which he never does unless he finds things really funny, or I guess really deserving of sarcasm.

“You’ve been using your mother’s money to take care of your mistakes for as long as I’ve known you, Cherise,” he said. “That’s got to stop.”

I thought about how they’d seen me earlier, naked and chained in a cage, just a complete fuckup, barely a human. They’d just stared at me through the bars, but I’m sure they weren’t seeing someone who would be fixed by a little grounding and having her cell phone taken away.

“How about spanking?” I asked. “What if I let you do that?”

Bruce was quiet, and for a second, I thought I’d really offended him. Mom told me, a few years after he moved out, that he’d thought I should be spanked, and she didn’t agree, and it turned into a major argument. She wasn’t trying to trash him to me when she told me that, I don’t think. She told me after I’d screwed up something in school, an assignment or something, and she just wanted me to know that some adults thought I needed more than a talking to on occasion.

So maybe this was still a sore point with Bruce. Bringing up spanking now, years after he’d lost Mom over it, was maybe really painful for him.

But he finally spoke, just as we were pulling off the road into this big junkyard-looking place.

“We’ll see,” he said.

A guy in a booth opened his window, and Bruce told him we were here to get my car, and I rolled my window down and handed him a slip from the police department, and he told me it would be 145 dollars to get my car out, and I had some of the cash and Bruce had the rest, so we paid him and I promised them I’d write a check to cover everything as soon as I got to their place, and I got out of the car to follow the guy, and I said bye to Bruce and India, and they said bye back, smiling a little like things were mostly normal.

It’s nighttime now, and I’ve been typing all this up for hours, since the end of dinner, because I didn’t want to forget anything that happened over the last day. I’m in my room, looking out the window at the snow and the woods.

I’m grounded tonight, of course, but beyond that, everything’s still being negotiated. We talked a little about it over dinner, but not much, and they told me to come up with some ideas by dinner tomorrow afternoon, and then we’ll hopefully work it all out over dinner tomorrow night.

Staying home tonight brings my total down to 75 points, and I did three extra hours of work this afternoon, so my total is 72 points. So, the next month still sucks unless we can agree on some new punishments for me.

We didn’t bring up spanking at dinner, but they didn’t say no to it either in the car earlier, so I’m going to propose something with that and see what happens.

Sunday, March 14

Spanking still seemed like it might work, so I did some research this afternoon and found out some things, and it was all I brought up over dinner tonight, and after a lot of discussion and a sort of experiment, we have a new contract that I think will work.

It was kind of awkward at first tonight, of course.

“So,” I began, kind of hesitantly. “You said you’d think about using spankings as a punishment.”

“Yes,” Bruce said.

“What did you decide?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Bruce said.

“I used to get popped when I was growing up,” India said. “But my last spanking was when 15.”

“Are you worried about how old I am?” I asked.

“That’s part of it,” Bruce said.

I think it was hard for them to believe at first I was being serious. Maybe they thought I was still disoriented from jail or something.

“I don’t see a problem with it,” I said, “if you don’t.”

“How do you see it being done?” Bruce asked me.

“Just . . . on my bottom,” I said. “A normal spank.”

“By hand?” India said.

“I guess,” I said back.

“I wouldn’t feel comfortable with that,” she said.

“A paddle then?” I said. “That’s what they use in school.”

“Your school?” Bruce asked.

“No,” I said. “But in the South, they still do. Texas and some other places. Even in high schools. Girls who are 18 get paddled, so it’s not just for kids. And, I guess, it works. I think it helps people improve their behavior.”

Bruce nodded, and I wondered if he’d looked up some of the same information.

“There’s probably a piece of wood in the basement you could use,” I said. “Or you could make something.”

“What would it be worth?” Bruce asked me.

“Ten points per swat?” I asked.

India laughed, and I looked at her.

“One pop on your behind gets you out of 10 hours of chores?” she said. “I don’t think that’s fair.”

“I’m expecting it to hurt,” I said, and I think she could tell I was a little annoyed. This wasn’t an easy conversation for me.

“3 points per swat,” Bruce said.

“How about 5?” I said.

He scowled.

“Let’s figure out what to use first,” I said. “Could we do that? You could try it out, and then we could decide what it’s worth.”

“Okay,” Bruce said, and for the first time since Friday night, I started having hope that my life wasn’t going down in flames. Even if it was just 3 points per swat, 20 swats would get me out of a whole bunch of crap.

As soon as I’d cleared up after dinner, Bruce and I went down to the basement to look around. There wasn’t that much wood there, but I remembered some flat boards in a pile in the corner.

“Okay, here’s what I was thinking,” I said, and I picked up one of the boards. It was about 3 feet long, maybe 6 inches wide.

“I’m not sure,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Feel it,” he said, taking it from me. “It’s birch. It’s as heavy as a baseball bat.”

“Okay,” I said. “But you could shave it down, maybe. With that saw?”

He looked at the board, kind of studying it, I guess, picturing it being turned into a paddle.

He went over to this saw that runs through a table, in the far corner of the basement. It has a really small blade that can cut curves into things, and he uses it to make stuff for India, and for the greenhouses.

He put on a pair of safety goggles, gave me a pair to put on, and turned on the saw.

I guess he already knew what he wanted it to look like, because he didn’t make any marks on it, just started cutting. First, he shortened it, to maybe 2 feet, then he cut it down to probably 4 inches wide. And then he cut pieces off both sides at one end, for a handle. It was really pretty simple.

I looked at him, kind of expectantly. Did he want to use it on me now? Or at least try it out? My relief, that this might be an alternative to totally disrupting my life for weeks, was starting to fade, replaced by wondering what this thing would actually feel like against my rear.

He picked up the paddle and lifted the goggles to the top of his head, so I took mine off too.

“It needs some more work,” he said, “but this is a start.”

“What else do you have to do?”

“Well,” he said, not smiling, “it’s what you’ll have to do. But first, I’d like to make sure the basic dimensions are right.”

“Okay.”

“Have you thought about how you’ll stand . . . while it’s being used?”

“Not really,” I said. “I guess bent over?”

“Hands on your knees?” he asked.

“I’d rather have something to lean on. Like a table or something.”

“How about the desk?” he said.

“Sure,” I said, walking over to this old desk, mostly black but with a lot of paint spatters on it and some books and papers on top. I cleared a space and bent over, putting my elbows down on it.

“Like this?” I asked.

He stood beside me, next to my rear, and raised the paddle.

“You’re not going to do it now, right?” I asked. “Not yet?”

“No.”

I didn’t completely believe him, so I watched him while he went through the motions of spanking me, all in slow motion, fortunately, and the board barely touched my bottom. But I could feel the wood, hard and cold through my jeans and panties, and I was having second thoughts, or third thoughts at this point, about this whole idea. I’d never been spanked in my life, and I had no idea what this was actually going to feel like. By the third swat, I might be begging to be grounded, or lose my cell phone basically forever, or work full time with India.

It didn’t help that Bruce was now acting like he’d just bought a new tennis racket. He was drawing it back, swinging it toward me, tapping my ass, drawing it back.

It’s a piece of wood, I was thinking, how much testing did it need?

“Okay, it just needs some shaving,” Bruce said, “and it’ll be ready.”

“Shaving?” I repeated, straightening up, tucking my shirt back in.

He set the paddle down on the desk, went to one of the many shelves where tools were kept, and pulled out something that looked like a mistake, just a sliver of black metal that was really rough on every side.

“This is a rasp,” he said, handing it to me. “Kind of like a file.”

“Oh, like for fingernails,” I said. “Just a lot bigger.”

“Yeah. The edges of your paddle all need to be smoothed down with it. Especially at the handle, but along the edges of the paddle too.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want sharp edges for my hands, and you don’t for your behind.”

“Okay,” I said, and I rubbed the file along the edge of the wood to see what would happen. A few flakes of sawdust fell off and dropped to the floor.

“How long will this take?” I asked.

“Up to you,” he said. “If it’s not right, you’ll have to keep going, though, and it needs to be ready by tomorrow at dinner time.”

“Okay.”

“And working on it doesn’t count against your chores, by the way.”

“Okay.”

Bruce left, but I stayed in the basement and went to work on the paddle. The basement is of course the creepiest room in the house – not that well lit, low ceiling, cold concrete floor, lots of junk in dark corners – but it was strangely satisfying to work down there tonight, grinding away at every sharp edge, making them as perfectly rounded as I could. I pretty much forgot what the piece of wood was for. I was just focused on making everything round and smooth. And beautiful, in a way.

I didn’t quite finish it tonight. My fingers were really burning by the end on the rough metal, so I decided to come up here and get ready for bed.

And think about everything, and worry about Mom, who’s really been on the back burner this weekend while I dealt with everything else.

If I hadn’t slid on that ice patch, none of this would be happening.

Damn it.

Fuck.

Sorry, Mom.

Monday, March 15

I woke up this morning, did two hours of chores with India to bring my points down to an even 70, then I worked on my paddle some and got it almost finished, then I went downtown, had lunch with Marcia, told her more about getting arrested and jailed, since she’d only gotten texts and some Look! messages about it from me, and she wanted to hear about it in person. I didn’t tell her about the latest with the discipline contract, or getting paddled. It’s just kind of embarrassing.

Then I went to work, then home in time to help India with dinner, and then Bruce got home and I took him down to the basement to show him my paddle, and I think he was a little impressed with all the work I’d done on it, but he still found some places for me to touch up where he’d be holding it, and I did a little more work on it and we had dinner, and we talked about nothing, and I was really distracted because I knew what was about to happen.

Once Bruce and I cleared the dinner dishes, all three of us went downstairs.

So, India was going to watch. No one had discussed it with me, but I guess it made sense. And in hindsight, I’m glad she was there.

Bruce showed India my paddle, but she just glanced at it, fortunately. I really wanted to just get this over with and not spend half an hour with everyone examining it and talking about it.

I was in jeans again, and some of my thicker panties, which I usually wear the first day after my period, just in case. I wasn’t trying to get away with anything, but it’s probably good I made that clothing choice.

“Okay,” Bruce said to me. I looked at him, saw he was ready to get this over with too, so I walked to the desk, bent over, put my elbows down on it like I had last night.

“Take your phone out,” Bruce said.

I laughed quietly at myself, reached back, pulled it out of my back pocket, set it on the desk in front of me.

I’ve set Look! to tell me when my main contacts message me, and right then, there was a little ding on there. From Benji. I resisted the temptation to open it and read his words.

“Okay,” Bruce said, “we’re going to do three, and see how it goes.”

“How many points is this worth?” I asked.

“You said 5 yesterday,” India pointed out, leaning against the wall with her arms folded, looking slightly uncomfortable, “and Bruce said 3. How about 4?”

“Fine,” I said.

“Good with me,” Bruce said, and he stood next to me, in the same position as the night before, and I breathed in to get ready while he tapped my bottom with a practice swing, and I was breathing in a second time when it happened.

If you ignore the hair-pulling, face-scratching fight I got into with Amy Cicero in the third grade, and the time a horse made me fall off on a trail ride, this was the most violence I had ever experienced.

I’m not sure exactly what I was expecting, but this was way more than that.

Basically, my whole body was thrown forward, probably like what happens in a car wreck. That’s the first thing I felt. The second sensation was all over my ass, just a fire where the paddle had hit, not just on the skin but all the way through it to my muscle, maybe my bones too.

I sensed the sound last, a sharp “whack!” that was there and then gone, no echo in the basement.

“Oh, God!” I said, and I kind of hopped up on my toes and closed my eyes and made fists so I could pound the desk. “Goddam! Goddam!”

“Bruce,” India said, kind of quietly. “That’s too hard.”

The tears came involuntarily, three running down my nose, dropping onto the black surface, making round dots with shiny little arms.

“Uh, huh huh!” I bawled.

“You wanna stop, Cherise?” he asked.

I seriously considered saying yes, to going back to the contract as it was, to giving up my life for a month or two, to losing my chance to go out with Benji this Saturday.

It was Benji’s message that convinced me to stick with it. Or, knowing that he’d sent me a message. For all I knew, he was blowing me off, saying never mind about Saturday. But I believe things happen for a reason, at least sometimes (there is NO reason for me to have gotten arrested, I’m sure of that, though), and getting Benji’s email right at the start of my spanking was a sign.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Two more.”

Bruce took another practice swing, tapping my bottom, and I kind of squeaked and closed my eyes and balled my hands into fists and the paddle landed again, and I screamed and waited for the burn, the sting, the feeling of violence and the pain that went to my bones.

It wasn’t all that, though. It stung and it was almost as loud as the first one and I didn’t like it, and it probably would have hurt even if my rear wasn’t already on fire, but this I could handle. I’d just gotten rid of 8 points. One more and my total was down to 58.

“Still okay?” Bruce asked me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Go ahead.”

I closed my eyes and the paddle slapped again, and it hurt and I kind of groaned out, sort of an “auuhhh,” and then I closed my eyes and sort of shook my shoulders, like shaking it off, and stood up straight and tucked in my shirt and turned to Bruce, who was still holding the paddle.

I did some quick math in my head. Or, math combined with personal calculations.

“Can we do three more?” I asked.

Bruce looked at India, and I realized he was going to leave this up to her. Which made sense. She’s a girl, after all, she knows what we have down there, and how it feels.

Of course, because all girls have to be allies in stuff like this, India brought it back to me.

“Cheri, you sure?”

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Wait,” India said. I looked at her. She was biting her lip, arms still folded, looking very uncomfortable. “Can we give this a half hour? I need to make sure we’re not really hurting you.”

I looked at Bruce. He nodded, and he seemed a little put out, and I guess I understood. Between cutting the wood and talking everything over and now making repeated trips to the basement, he was having to put a lot more time into this than he’d planned. Once again, I was disrupting his schedule. But I saw tonight as kind of a trial. If it worked, it could be done a lot faster next time.

We all went upstairs, and I went to my bedroom and sat down, really slowly to see if it would hurt. It ached a little, but it wasn’t that bad.

I surfed the Web and looked at Benji’s message. All it said was “5:30, your place?”

I was about to reply “Sure,” like last time, when I heard a knock on the door.

“Cheri?”

It was India.

I stood up, let her in.

“Hey.”

“How are you doing, honey?”

“Well . . .”

“Bruce doesn’t know his own strength.”

I laughed. “The last two were better,” I said.

“You don’t feel any numbness, do you?”

“I wish,” I said, and I laughed again. Really, I was sort of touched that she was worried about this.

“Have you looked at your bottom?”

“Uh, no,” I said.

“Can I take a look?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“If Bruce really hurt you, we should be able to tell by now,” she said.

I undid my belt, opened my jeans and slid my jeans and panties down, twisting to have a look myself.

My ass was bright red, which was no surprise, but it didn’t look broken or whatever. Not that I think butts break.

India stepped back, put her hand over her mouth, but not in shock, just sort of looking at me, pondering sort of.

She stepped close.

“Do you feel that?” she asked, touching my rear, and it went white until she took her finger away.

“Yeah,” I said. “It burns a little. I don’t think Bruce paralyzed me or anything.”

“Is it hurting in the muscle, or just on the skin?”

“Skin,” I said. “Maybe muscle just a little, but I can walk fine.”

“You really want to do three more?”

“Yes,” I said, pulling my pants back up and tucking in my shirt.

“Okay, but they’re worth 5 points,” she said. “All 6 tonight are worth that much.”

India isn’t a big hugger, but she smiled at me and stepped up for a quick hug.

“I really appreciate it,” I said. Probably a weird thing to say, but I was grateful, even if she was as much a part of my punishment as Bruce.

“Meet us back in the basement in about 10 minutes?” she asked.

“Okay.”

If I could make it through the next three, that would be 30 points. So, just 40 left. Would they let me get rid of a lot more with spankings? Hoping they would, I messaged “Sure” back to Benji and headed down to the basement.

Bruce and India were already there, and I heard them talking but couldn’t hear the words, and they got quiet as soon as they heard my foot hit the top step. I assume they weren’t talking about what a disappointment I was, since I was doing my best to approach everything tonight like an adult.

Bruce was holding my paddle, so I just stepped up and got in position, bending over the desk, propped up on my elbows, staring at my hands.

Before he popped me, though, India stepped over to me.

“We’re going to try to spread it out a little,” India said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We don’t want all the swats to land in the same place,” she explained, “because that can cause bruising, or worse.”

“Okay,” I said.

“She’s reddest here,” India said, running her hand in a line across the bottom of my jeans. “So you need to go higher and lower than that for the next three.”

“Okay,” Bruce said.

I felt him take a practice swing, tapping me a little lower than he’d swatted me before.

I held still, sucked in my breath.

“Whop!” went the paddle.

It was bad. Not as bad as the first one, but worse than the second two. I think Bruce held back on those because of guilt.

“Ow.” I said. I didn’t yell it, just said it.

Bruce paused, waiting for me to tell him to stop or something, but I just held my position and the paddle landed again, hard, in the same place.

“Ow! Goddam!. Ow!” I said, very sincerely. That one really stung.

“You got her there twice,” India said. “Try to go a little higher.”

I closed my eyes, made fists, but the next touch with the paddle was another practice, higher up on my ass, above the line India told him to look out for.

And then, the third hit came with a “Pop!” at the top of my rear.

“Goddam!” I said, sort of in pain, sort of in relief. I definitely didn’t want any more tonight, and I knew my butt must be practically glowing now, all over, but this was done, and I’d survived it.

“I’m down to 40,” I said, standing up straight, and I turned to Bruce with my hands on my hips, wanting to rub my ass, but not in front of him.

“How do you want to resolve the rest?” he asked, setting my paddle down on the desk.

“Well . . .” I said. “Benji wants to go out next Saturday. Can I do that?”

“Yes,” India said, without waiting for Bruce to chime in, but he nodded too.

“And then, I’ll do five hours of extra chores this week, and I’ll stay home on Friday night, and I’ll give up my phone for 10 hours, so that’s 15 points. And then, three more swats tomorrow, and maybe two more this weekend?”

Bruce nodded, but India stepped up again.

“Can we see how your bottom looks in a few days?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said. “Wednesday night, after dinner?”

My thinking was I should be recovered from tonight’s ordeal by then, and then I would hopefully recover from Wednesday night’s round in time for Benji. In the past, he seemed to prefer taking me from the front, and that was fine with me, but at some point, one (or both) of us might want him behind me, and I really didn’t want him asking why my rear was red. That doesn’t mean I won’t talk about it with him, but it has to be on my terms.

Everyone agreed to Wednesday night for three more, and then Sunday night after dinner for the last two, and I came upstairs and updated my life history, sad as it is.


Wednesday, March 17

Tonight over dinner, we talked about work and Mom, just that I missed her, and then about my next spanking.

India brought it up first.

“How’s your bottom, Cherise?” she asked me.

“It’s fine,” I said. “What I can see of it. There’s a blue line toward the top of my butt, on the right, I guess from where the edge of the paddle got me. And it still stings a little, and it’s red in places too.”

“Is it working?” Bruce asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Is it helping you change your behavior?”

“Of course,” I said emphatically. It’s not like I’m constantly thinking about doing things I shouldn’t, but drinking crosses my mind, sex crosses my mind, slacking off too. But every time an idea like that comes up – and this is a first in my life – I think about the consequences, and not just about what it would be like to do it.

“We just want to improve your behavior,” India said. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

“Okay,” I said. I kind of guessed that, but nice of her to say it.

“I’m a little worried that we can’t see what Bruce is doing,” she said.

“Well, he’s stinging my ass,” I said, trying to make a joke of something I was finding sort of embarrassing to talk about. “Is that what you mean?”

“Being paddled like that can do damage,” India said softly.

“I’m surviving so far,” I said, kind of quickly. I was starting to suspect they didn’t want to paddle me anymore.

“I think it would be better . . . if we could see,” she said.

“You mean, show you my rear after I get punished?”

“Well . . .” she said, slowly.

“Uh, you mean, during?”

“Well . . .” she said again, pausing before she continued, “we don’t want to pop you over the same place on the same night, when we can avoid it, so if Bruce can see the marks . . .” India paused again “. . . he’ll know where to put the next swat.”

“Okay,” I said. “I can go bare. If that’s what you’re getting at.”

“It is,” India said.

If Bruce hadn’t seen more than my bare rear Saturday – or if he’d been weird about it – I might have said no way. But I felt like this gave me some bargaining points, and I looked at Bruce.

“Can you go a little lighter then, since I’ll be bare?” I asked.

“He will,” India said. “We’ve talked about it.”

Bruce looked down, and I suspected a lot of this was India’s idea. He was just there to spank me. India was turning it into a science.

“I’ve got a long t-shirt I can wear,” I said. “And I’ll just pull it up when we start.”

“Okay,” India said.

Bruce made most of dinner, so India and I washed up, and as soon as we were done, we went upstairs to my room together, and I stripped so she could look at my bottom. She ran her finger along that long, straight bruise, pressed it to make sure it didn’t hurt too much. She seemed okay with things overall – my rear wasn’t that red anymore, and there were no other bruises. So she said it was okay to go through with it tonight, and I put on my long t-shirt and followed her to the basement, where Bruce was already waiting by the desk.

He hadn’t picked up my paddle yet, so I grabbed it, handed it to him and bent over, and I took the hem of my shirt and pulled it up to my waist.

Then, I put both elbows down, and Bruce took a practice swing, just tapping my bare bottom with the paddle. Again, no weirdness. He was just here to get this done.

I tensed up, like I always do, and he swung the paddle hard, and I heard the sound first, different from Sunday, sharper, not as muffled as when I was wearing my jeans and panties.

And yes, it hurt. Not as deeply though, more just on my skin, and I didn’t jerk forward.

“Ow, damn,” I said under my breath.

Bruce stayed standing by my side. All he could see, in theory, was my bare hip and legs. If he stepped behind me, he’d see my two holes in all their glory, but he held his place.

I was swelling up, of course. When I masturbate, or even when I just wash in the shower or get nude and touch at all, my lips and clitoris kind of spread out and throb. I don’t mind it most of the time, and it’s perfect for sex and getting off by myself, but I really hoped no one was looking at me now, and thinking I was getting turned on. Because I wasn’t.

“You reddened right up,” India said, stepping behind me to look. “You okay with this, Cheri?”

“Yes,” I said, kind of gritting my teeth.

“Being bare helps,” India said. “Bruce can see where to put your next two pops.”

“Okay.”

Another practice tap, and then Bruce swatted me again, lower on my bottom this time, and maybe a little lighter, the sound still sharp but not as loud.

“Damn,” I said, quietly.

I looked at India, thinking she was going to inspect my rear again, but she just nodded to Bruce and I knew it was coming and jerked a little, and the next thing I felt and heard was the third swat, in the same place as the first one, a good lick that rang through the room and across my ass.

“Aauuuhhh,” I groaned, fighting tears. “Goddam, Goddam!”

“Bruce, you got her on the same place,” India said, touching my bottom where he’d spanked me twice.

“She moved,” he said. “Cherise, you flinched.”

“Sorry,” I said, “just kind of a reflex.”

I straightened, slid my t-shirt down, and realized my feet were freezing on the bare concrete.

“You okay, Cheri?” India asked again.

“Yes, except my butt’s on fire and my feet are freezing,” I said. “Could we put some carpet down here? I mean, just where I have to stand?”

Bruce set the paddle on the desk. I want to think he was impressed with how I was handling this.

“I’ve got some carpet scraps at the office,” he said. “I’ll bring something home by Sunday.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said, and we all went back upstairs.

I got the new contract posted in the kitchen tonight: “Cherise’s Discipline Contract,” and I put the date under the title so we’ll know it’s the right one.

The biggest change is that I can get points taken off by getting spanked now. It seems really weird to write that, but when I think about the alternatives of having no social life, I’m glad for the option.

Here’s what it says, including clearer rules for what happens when I drink, and when I miss curfew by the whole night:

	Home by curfew or one minute to one hour late, 1 point; 1 hours to 2 hours late, 5 points, over 2 hours late, 10 points, over three hours late 20 points, over four hours (including not coming home until the next morning) 30 points 
	No drinking except what’s approved by Bruce or India, only at home, 5 points per drink for any alcohol 
	No driving after drinking, 10 points 
	No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know, 3 points per boy 
	Not doing at least 7 hours of chores per week, 1 point for every hour missed 
	Leaving less than 45 minutes before class starts, 1 point 
	Final grade of D or F, 10 points 
	Any D or F on any assignment, 1 point 
	Getting arrested on a justified charge, 30 points 


Point Reductions:

	One hour of additional chores, 1 point 
	Loss of cell phone for two hours, 1 point 
	Grounded Friday or Saturday night, 5 points 
	Paddling, 5 points per swat 


Sunday, March 21

Okay, I figured something out last night. Or a bunch of things. Some of it’s really creepy. About me and Mom. Or about Mom, because it was only creepy about her. I was just an innocent bystander.

We’re learning about muses in world literature. They inspire you to come up with new ideas. Is there such a thing as a spy muse? A muse who inspires you to realize stuff about your spy mom? If so, that’s what Benji is, to me.

More than that, too. He now knows me better than anyone else in the world. In certain ways. Even better than Marcia. I’m going to miss him when we stop seeing each other.

Benji showed up early last night, probably 5:20, but that was fine. If you count New Year’s, this was our third date, and the rules get a little different about when the guy can get there.

I was running late, so like before, he talked to Bruce and India while I got the rest of my makeup on, and then I came down the stairs to make my entrance.

He stood up, kissed me on the cheek.

I didn’t need to ask about sex this time, not just because Benji had been approved, but because I guess I didn’t need to make a point over it. I’m still figuring out things with Bruce and India, but I’m sort of getting it, as far as where they’re coming from, and trying to embarrass them or shock them seems kind of immature now, in a way.

No one wants to live with a slacker. I get that now. Mom probably didn’t either. Maybe that’s why she traveled all the time, usually without me.

Well, she took me on trips too. But for her own creepy purposes. I figured that out last night.

I’m done being paddled, definitely, now that we got through tonight. Other than that bruise that looks like a thin blue line across the top of my right butt cheek, which has faded about halfway, I’m not showing any major damage from getting spanked, and I’ll be following all the rules from now on. They’re really not that hard to obey.

After Benji kissed me on the cheek, he finished making some point about his classes, and then we left.

“I missed you,” he said as soon as we were in his car.

There was still plenty of sunlight as we pulled away from the house. It always gets brighter in spring, and the sun comes up earlier and sets later, I’ve noticed.

It happens a lot in March.

“School keeping you busy?” I asked. I missed him too, but I wasn’t going to say it. This relationship has no future, so the less I say that I’ll wish I hadn’t, the better.

“Winding down now,” he said. “Mostly interviewing now.”

“Where are we going?” I asked. Something else I didn’t want to talk about was his interviews. He might as well have been interviewing on another planet, for all it meant to me. His world and mine are totally different, and I don’t get his. He probably doesn’t get mine either. So talking about him going far, far away wasn’t a goal of mine tonight.

“You ever hear of Windell?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “One of the Poughkeepsie suburbs?”

“No, it’s way past Burneth.”

“Where’s Burneth?”

“Here,” he said. “It’s where you live.”

“Oh,” I said. “I knew that.”

“I’ve never been to Windell,” he said, “but there’s a place there everyone swears by.”

“For dinner?”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds good. I got arrested last weekend.”

Benji looked at me for a full three seconds before he looked at the road again.

“Underage drinking,” I said.

I’d thought about not saying anything, but then I’d probably let something slip, like during our date, I’d say something only people who had been to jail knew, and Benji would say ‘How do you know about that?’ then I’d have to lie or confess.

“I skidded on an ice patch right in front of a cop,” I said. “I blew a .07, so I wasn’t over the limit, but since I’m too young, he brought me in.”

“How long were you there?”

“Overnight. Bruce and India paid my bail and picked me up Saturday morning. They were not too happy about it, either.”

Benji laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just – Bruce and India picking you up from jail. I’m trying to picture that. They both seem so serious.”

“Oh yeah, long talk on the way home, and the rest of the weekend. Not good.”

“What were the charges?”

“Just underage drinking, I guess. They gave me some paperwork. I have to go back to court in a month or two and plead or something, Bruce is helping me with that.”

“Sorry it happened,” Benji said, trying to sound sympathetic. “Did you get any sleep?”

“Yeah, I was by myself, because they thought I was crazy.”

“Huh?”

“I told the cop my mom’s a spy, because – I don’t know – I just thought he should know it, and he used that to make it seem like I was delusional, so they put me in this cell by myself, with no clothes.”

“No clothes?”

“Yeah, naked, and they made me wear handcuffs, and handcuffs on my feet too, all night.”

“Oh, damn.”

“What do you talk to Bruce and India about, when I’m getting ready?” I asked, to change the subject.

“College,” Benji said.

“Doesn’t it get boring?”

“No. It’s all I’ve done for what feels like half my life, so I’m kinda into it.”

“We don’t talk that much about it, since it’s just sort of a hobby of mine.”

I looked out the window. It got warm enough last week for most of the snow to melt, and things were almost starting to look like spring, and we were driving through the woods and past farms and sometimes someone’s little shop or just a house in the middle of nowhere, and I noticed that the sun was setting behind us.

“We’re going away from Poughkeepsie,” I said.

“Yeah, Wendell’s about 40 miles west.”

“So, just dinner?”

I wasn’t asking for sex, was just curious about his plans. I didn’t see us driving all the way out there, then going all the way back to his house for sex, then back to my place in one night, and I definitely didn’t want to miss curfew. But I did sorta want sex. Or really, I wanted it a lot. Benji was my only guy, and it had been awhile.

“I don’t think they have a theater in Wendell,” he said. “But there’s a bar people talk about, down the street, and it’s kind of historic.”

Fine, I was thinking, I’ll order root beer. Or get a real drink and lie about it. Or get a real drink and admit it and face the consequences.

We talked about my job at Revenge, about the project he had to do at school, about how the legal system works (I’ll probably have to pay some money and do some community service, Bruce said, which is also what the cop told me who arrested me), and then we got to Wendell. I was expecting a sad little town, like they are right outside Poughkeepsie, but it was far enough away from the city that it didn’t have Poughkeepsie cooties, I guess, and it was really nice. Sort of like, other-country nice. There were all these buildings with old timbers running through them, like some of the places I saw in Germany, or possibly Austria.

Dinner was good too, and after we ate and drank (I had one red wine. I didn’t even get carded), we walked down to this historic bar that was used by Americans to fight English people way back, and Benji and I both had ale.

Two drinks. Over three hours. I was probably barely over .03 when we got back to Benji’s car.

He unlocked my door, but before I got in, he turned to me and held out his arms, and I just kind of fell into him, and we made out, right there in the parking lot, open mouths and just kind of loving each other. Or that’s how it felt.

I got cold, and I could feel when he pressed against me he was getting uncomfortable too, in a different way, so we stopped kissing and we got in and he started the car.

“Do you want to spend the night?” I asked as soon as we were leaving.

“Will it be okay with Bruce and India?”

“I’ll ask. They might say you have to stay in another room. I’m not sure how all that works.”

“How are you doing with them, overall?”

“I miss my mom.”

“Have you heard from her?”

“No. She might be dead.”

I thought Benji understood that. But then, it’s too weird to understand, probably, even for smart people.

“Wow,” he said.

“Bruce and India are fine, though. Stricter than Mom, so I’m getting used to that. But I feel like it’s helping me focus a little more, with school.”

Benji just drove. He probably didn’t want to talk about my school any more than I wanted to talk about his. But because of Bruce and India and their rules, I’ve decided to do this paper I got assigned in biology. It’s five pages, but I think I know what to write, because I’ve found some stuff online. Normally, I just wouldn’t turn in papers and then hope for a great final exam grade to bring me up to passing. That hasn’t actually worked so far. I’m not a bad writer, though. I think all the stuff I’ve been writing since Mom went missing is making me better at it. I’m trying to spell and punctuate correctly, and I’ll look up something if I don’t know how to put it.

“I liked Wendell,” I said. “I didn’t even know that place was there.”

“I found out when I was at Oxford, some of the best places, no one had ever heard of.”

“Yeah, Mom and I used to go to weird places,” I said. “Everyone would be headed to the Eifel Tower, and we’d go to some backstreet diner and then a picnic by the river.”

“The Seine?”

“Yeah, I guess. And in Morocco, we . . .”

My voice trailed off. Right in the middle of a sentence. Because I was figuring something out. Right then, talking to Benji.

“You okay, Cherise?” he asked me.

“Oh. My. God.”

That’s all I said back.

“What?”

“I just realized something,” I said. “Wait, I’m still working through it.”

Benji gave me some space. It was really dark here, just the moon and Benji’s headlights for light, which helped me think.

“Okay, okay,” I said. “My mom was working when we travelled, not just vacationing. I just figured that out. Mom went on trips to do her spy job. And she took me along because she didn’t want to leave me at home. Or – Oh. My. God . . . because I was great cover. What spy travels with their teenage daughter? No one would suspect.”

“What was she doing?” Benji asked. I couldn’t tell if he believed me, or he thought I was being delusional.

“That’s just it, I don’t know. But suddenly, she’d say we needed to go somewhere, and we’d fly overnight sometimes, and land in a big airport and rent a car and just drive until we got to some town that she said was the most charming town in the country. That was always her word. Charming. And then . . .”

My voice trailed off again.

“Oh my god.”

“What?” Benji asked, and I got the sense he believed, at least in Mom’s weird approach to travel.

“Sometimes, these totally random people would show up, and talk to us. Or Mom, anyway, speaking a language I didn’t know.”

“What language?”

“I don’t know. French or Spanish or something. And they all had that look.”

“That look?”

“The same as my mom. It’s hard to explain. In their eyes. And their mouths.”

“Maybe it was about her job?”

“No. Oh my god, I can’t tell you how many times she said something like, ‘You meet the most interesting people when you travel,’ and I’d ask her what they were talking about, and she’d say something lame, like, ‘Oh, the weather.’ And, and, oh yeah, she’d always have something she’d have to do, for a few hours, and she’d leave me in the room, or in the hotel lobby, or in this place for kids if the hotel was big enough. She’d usually say it was to see the doctor. Like, ‘I’m cramping really bad, Cherry, but there’s a clinic in town, can you take care of yourself for a few hours?’”

“Oh, oh,” I said, because I was on a roll now, almost just talking to myself more than Benji, as all these ideas came to me. “She’d always take a shower when she got back. She’d leave to see the doctor, or whatever her excuse was, and even if she already took a shower that morning, she’d come back and take another one.”

I was quiet for a long time, and Benji just let me think about things. My mind was going crazy with stuff.

“That’s when she was killing people,” I said, really quietly. “I know that’s what she was doing. Oh my god.”

I was quiet for awhile longer before I remembered I was in a car, being driven by a guy named Benji, who was cute and who I was hoping to keep overnight.

“Oh, god, I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll understand if you think I’m crazy. And never want to talk to me again.”

Benji laughed.

“So let me make sure I understand what just happened,” he said. “You just figured out your mom’s a hitman . . . a hitwoman?”

“International hitwoman,” I clarified. “She traveled to other places for it.”

Benji said nothing.

I got chained up in the nude because I told someone Mom’s a spy. Now I was about to lose a boyfriend, or sort of a boyfriend, because Mom killed people for a living.

“Do you believe me?” I asked, and I looked at Benji, and sort of read his face, because the lights of the dashboard made him pretty easy to see. His eyes. And his mouth. He didn’t look like he was totally rejecting what I was saying, but I wasn’t sure what he was thinking.

“I don’t do any of that stuff,” I blurted.

“What stuff?”

“Kill people,” I said. “That’s totally Mom’s thing. She just took me along. As part of her disguise.”

Benji laughed again. Not in a mean way. It hurt my feelings a little, but thinking back on it, what else was he supposed to do?

“Okay, I’ll shut up now,” I said. I was feeling defensive, I guess.

Benji was quiet, but he breathed in, and I knew he was getting ready to say something, and he was thinking it through, and not just blabbing like I’d done, because he’s smart, so I just waited for him to talk.

“I believe you believe it,” he said at last.

“Because I have delusions?” I said back.

“No,” he said, really quickly. “No. You’ve been presented with a bunch of incongruous data, and you’ve put it together in a logical way.”

“Incongruous data?”

“Yeah,” he said. “All that stuff about your mom.”

“Incongruous?” (It took me a while to find the word this afternoon. I thought it was two words when he first said it, so I started by looking up “in crongruez,” which is what I thought he was saying)

“Doesn’t fit together,” he said.

“Okay. Thanks for not treating me like I’m crazy.”

“You’re smart.”

“Please stop saying that.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll be disappointed when you find out it’s not true.”

Benji laughed again. I liked it when he laughed, even though he would laugh at times I didn’t expect. It wasn’t a mean laugh. I guess it’s mostly a surprised laugh. Like, I say things he doesn’t expect, which I definitely did on our drive, and he responds by laughing.

We got home before 11. The lights were still on in Bruce and India’s bedroom, and downstairs.

“Can you wait here, and let me ask if you can stay the night?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“You still want to stay the night, right?”

“I do.”

I went inside. India was in the kitchen, making this tea that helps her sleep. Bruce was probably upstairs.

“Hey, India.”

“Hey, Cheri.”

“Can Benji spend the night?”

“Yeah.”

Just like that.

I started having boys over at Mom’s condo when I was 18. As in, the first time was on my 18th birthday. Mom was a little weird about it, that time, and all the times after. She never totally said yes, but she never said no, either. She’d just kind of say “Well . . .” and then I’d walk away and do what I wanted. Like always.

I went out to Benji’s car. It was still running. Either so he wouldn’t freeze or because he thought I was going to tell him he had to leave.

He rolled his window down.

“C’mon,” I said, leaning in to kiss him. “C’mon.”

Now that I knew he was staying, my head went right away to what I wanted to do with him. Which was, basically, everything.

He turned off his car. He didn’t say anything, just followed me inside.

I thought he was going to just come upstairs with me right away, but he heard India in the kitchen and went in to say hello and I went to pee in the downstairs bathroom.

When I came out, he was telling her where we went and that we had a nice dinner. She’d been to Wendell. Fortunately, they didn’t have to exchange a lot of details. I was already getting wet, and wiping didn’t help much, and I didn’t want to mess up my panties.

He finished talking to India and followed me upstairs. We didn’t say anything.

Mom used to clean my room, whenever she got home. It took me a few weeks at Bruce and India’s to figure out that wasn’t going to happen again, possibly forever, so fortunately I’d taken to picking up things myself. My room was still sort of a mess, with some clothes on a chair and notebooks and papers for school all over my desk, but at least I didn’t have any bloody panties from my last period on my bed or something, which Mom always picked up even though she complained about it.

I turned on a lamp, so it was kind of dark, just like at the Fitch party, and I turned on my heater, because my room was freezing.

We were both naked in probably 15 seconds. Some guys like to make a production of getting me undressed. I’d rather just be nude.

Like before, we started by standing and kissing, and then I spread my legs and angled his cock up and got him into my dripping slot, and we both sighed then.

I didn’t want him cumming yet, though, because I wanted this to take awhile. I was just wanting to get my flavor on him, because I love how I taste. On a guy’s cock, anyway. I don’t taste myself usually while I’m masturbating, and I don’t lick my dildo after it’s been up me, but guys’ cocks have a certain flavor, and if you mix it with what my pussy produces, it’s sort of like dessert.

So I pulled back, and his cock just fell out of me and swung, and I dropped to my knees and grabbed it and ate it, taking as much of him in as I could, letting his tip in all the to my throat, licking his shaft with my tongue, licking his balls.

Yes, he was just a toy for me at this moment. He wasn’t Benji McFadden, Rhodes Scholar. He wasn’t even Benji, my temporary boyfriend and a sweet date who let me babble on about crazy shit. He was just a cock and legs and a pretty face and a mouth and, at this moment, two hands on my shoulders, not forcing me toward his cock, but just holding himself up so he wouldn’t fall over, because I’m pretty good at this.

He grunted, and then his grunts got louder. I didn’t plan to make him cum like this, but I didn’t plan not to, and he was too far gone by then for me to back off, so I just turned my mouth and my tongue into as much of a cunt as I could, and he shook, and his hands tightened on my shoulders, and he started pushing in and out of my mouth, and then it came, the first rush of hot cum. I pushed back just enough to cover his cock hole with my tongue, and that made him spray everywhere, his juice shooting my tongue and bouncing from there to my teeth, all inside my mouth, even my lips. By the third squirt, my mouth was full and it was leaking out around my lips, and I was just groaning like I was cumming too, because I loved feeling him, and hearing him.

I swallowed everything, even licking and devouring the stuff that leaked out my mouth and down to his balls, and if I’d grabbed my pussy right then, I would have cum myself, but I decided to wait, and I just kept licking him until he softened, and then I stood and hugged him and kissed him, and if he could taste what he’d squirted into my mouth, he didn’t seem to mind.

“Hey, Benji,” I said, pulling away to whisper into his ear.

He laughed at me for maybe the hundredth time that night. Another good laugh.

“Hi, Cherise."

I let go of him, moved to the bed, grabbed the stuffed animals and set them on the floor, pulled the covers down, sat down on it, and a big wash of lubricant dropped out of me and onto the sheets. I slid back to look at it, leaving a little wet trail from the edge of the bed to the place where I stopped sliding.

“Shit,” I said, but I was sorta laughing. “I’m gonna have to do my own sheets now.”

“Who usually washes them?” Benji asked me, and his voice was kind of quiet and husky, from cumming.

“India sometimes, but sometimes I do,” I said. “But she’s not going to see them this time.”

“Is that one of your chores?” he asked, and he sat down on the bed next to me, with his hand around my waist.

“No, I don’t get credit for doing my own laundry,” I said. “Why are you asking?”

“I saw your discipline contract,” he said. “While I was talking to India in the kitchen.”

“You can read and talk at the same time?”

“She went into the pantry to get something.”

“You read it all?”

“Yeah.”

“Fuck.”

“What?” he asked, like he didn’t know.

“Did you read to the end?”

“Yeah.”

“You saw the part about me getting paddled?”

“I did.”

“You shouldn’t have read that,” I said, dying inside, and my face was probably as red as my ass got after one of Bruce’s harder swats.

“I didn’t know what I was reading until after I’d read it,” he said. “And by then it was too late.”

“You never forget anything you read, do you?”

“Some things, yeah,” he said. “But not that.”

“Why are you even here?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You are dating a girl who is so fucked up she has to get beaten on her butt to get her life in order.”

“That’s not how I see it at all,” he said, and he had one hand on my rear, and he put the other on my belly. If he thought I was too fucked up to date, he was hiding it really, really well.

“You want to know what I think?” he asked.

“Yeah, go ahead.”

“I think you raised yourself.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Your mom was gone a lot, right?”

“Yeah. From age 15, anyway. Or maybe before that. And when she was around, she always had other things to worry about, I guess. Single mom and all. And then, even when we were on vacation, I guess she was doing something for work. Like, killing people.”

“You never had any rules?” he asked, not seeming like he wanted to get into the whole killing thing.

“No. Well, other than I had to listen while she fussed at me after I screwed something up.”

“That’s not a rule.”

“That’s exactly what Bruce would say. The same way he’d say it.”

“Sorry.”

“No, this is interesting,” I admitted. “Go on.”

“I’ve known other people who raised themselves, and they’re fucked up in ways you wouldn’t believe.”

“Well, I—”

“You ever heard the expression raised by wolves?”

“I guess. Sort of. That’s how you’d describe me?”

“No, I don’t think so,” he said. “You have a job.” There was a hint of actual respect in his voice.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you working? Wouldn’t your mom pay for everything?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I was at the mall, and I walked into Revenge and they had a help wanted sign up, so I asked Karen about it, the manager, and she looked at me and asked me when I could start, and I was just going to try it for a few days, but the people there are really cool, and I love the customers, mostly, so I stayed.”

“I think it’s admirable.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“And then, Bruce and India . . .”

“What about them?”

“Here’s my theory. I—”

“You have a theory about my life?” I asked.

“Theory’s probably a strong word, sorry. But yeah, I think they’re just trying to do what your mom didn’t. And they’re doing—”

“Okay,” I said. I felt weird talking about them like this, while I was naked and leaking my juice, but it seemed important to him.

“But do you think it’s helping?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I’m definitely more focused.”

“Do you think being paddled helps? That kinda surprised—”

“I proposed it.”

“Huh?” Benji said. “Why?”

“It was either that or not go out with you, and lose my cell phone for months, or have to do full-time chores.”

“They’re really strict with you.”

“Well, I agreed with all the points, pretty much. It’s not just them putting it all on me without talking first. And after I got arrested last week, it all kind of blew up, point-wise. So that’s when I proposed spanking, as an alternative to all that other shit.”

“How has it gone?”

“Terrible.”

“Huh?”

“It hurts like hell. Especially the first one I got. I practically fainted, and India told Bruce to chill, and the rest have been bad, but not like I’m going to die.”

“How many have you gotten?”

“Six on Sunday. Three more on Wednesday. And then, two tomorrow night.”

“What for?”

“I’m still working out getting arrested, and everything else.”

“How do they do it?”

“You seriously want to know about this?”

“No, sorry, we can change the subject.”

“It’s okay,” I said, and I looked at his face and knew he was just sincerely curious, since it was something in my life, and maybe he cared about me a little as a person, and not just a date he had sex with.

“Let me show you tomorrow,” I said.

“Okay,” he agreed.

“Have you noticed my bruise?” I asked. If he wanted to talk about it, he was going to have to hear about everything.

“No.”

I stood up, twisted so I could point to the pale blue line across the top of my ass.

“I’m pretty sure I got that with the first one, last Sunday,” I said. Benji ran his finger along the mark.

“It was thicker and darker the day after.”

“What do you wear?” he asked. “Your thickest jeans?”

“I wore jeans for the first few, but now it’s done bare.”

“Why?”

“So Bruce can see where he got me, and not hit me the same place as before. India suggested that. She wants to make sure Bruce isn’t causing me some huge injury.”

“Do you mind?”

“It’s a little embarrassing, but they’ve both seen me nude, at jail, so, um, the cat’s out of the bag on that one. And I don’t pick up any vibes around Bruce. And he definitely goes lighter when I’m not wearing anything.”

“You’re completely nude?”

“No. I wore a t-shirt Wednesday, and I pulled it up right before we started. But it doesn’t really matter if anyone sees my tits, I guess, since I’ve got both holes exposed.”

I lay down, because I was tired of this subject, and I looked at Benji and smiled, and he crawled across the bed, and his cock was a little hard, and he lay next to me, up on his elbow, and I got on my back, and he smiled at me, and reached up and grabbed my right breast, massaged it for a second, then raised it to his mouth so he could suck the nipple.

Instant heat. As soon as he started sucking, my pussy was wet. Or maybe it was never not wet since we kissed in Wendell. And I’m not even ovulating yet. But I felt it then, hotter and wetter and almost aching.

He pushed himself up against my side, and I felt his cock in all its swollen glory, pressing hard against my hip.

“I get to cum this time,” I croaked. I could barely talk.

“Can you cum with me behind you?” he croaked back.

“God yes.”

“But first we lick each other. Me on top.”

I scrambled to my hands and knees and Benji rolled to his back, and turned around and got over him and put my pussy at his mouth and he put his tongue on my lips and slit and clitoris, then up my hole, licking and sucking my juice like I’d hired him to clean me out and he wanted to earn a big tip.

I was careful about what I did to him, because I didn’t want him cumming again in my mouth. I took his tip between my teeth and licked his tip and hole, then slid my lips down his shaft and stroked him with my tongue, then pulled all the way off him so I could look down at his cock while it cooled for a second, to keep him from getting too exited.

We just licked and sucked like that for maybe five minutes, his cock practically quivering in my mouth at times, so once I felt like he was getting close, I crawled off him, got on my hands and knees like a girl dog, parted my legs and waited. He got behind me, spread my lips and just rammed into me. No time passed from when I felt his tip on my opening to when his whole cock was up my cunt.

“Oh,” I gasped. “Oh.”

To cum like this, I had to kind of arch my back and then straighten it, up and down, while he was grinding in and out, and he got it perfectly after a few thrusts, sliding his tip and his shaft against my front wall while I rocked, my juice keeping everything wet, inside and all over the outside of my pussy too, and then I was cumming hard, shaking, kind of squeaking in pleasure, not screaming like I wanted to since I didn’t want to bother Bruce and India across the hall, and Benji was moving fast and cumming hard too, and yeah, god, it was good, just taking all his cream up my hole while I orgasmed and practically cried.

He didn’t just pull out after that. He held still inside me, so I held still too, both of us just staying in position, breathing in and out, like now we were kissing, but with his cock and my pussy and not our mouths, and finally he was too soft to stay in, and he dropped out, and I got off the bed and turned off the heater and my light and got into bed next to him and he lay together side by side, hugging, and I put his mouth next to his ear.

“Benji McFadden,” I whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t freak out, okay?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t freak out.”

“Okay.”

“Right now . . .” I said, still whispering, “and don’t say anything back to this, okay?”

“Okay.”

“I love you, okay? Right now?”

I told him not to say anything, so he didn’t, but he kissed me, which was good, and I guess we both fell asleep right after that.

This morning, he woke up first and went downstairs, and when I woke, with the first of the day’s light at the window, I was afraid he’d left, and I remembered everything I’d said and admitted and confessed to him last night, and I felt like an idiot and knew it was over, and I decided if his car was gone, I’d come upstairs and cry and be grateful for everything that had happened with him and try to go on.

But he was downstairs, talking to India and drinking coffee with her at the kitchen table. Bruce was somewhere outside, chopping wood I think, because it was going to get cold again next week and they liked doing fires in cold weather.

I walked up to Benji in my long nightgown and my heavy tights and my coyote slippers, and he reached out and put his arm around my thighs and I bent and kissed the top of his head, and India looked at us and smiled, but there was something else in her eyes that I’m still not sure about. Jealousy? Wanting Benji, just a little? Something else, from a part of her life I don’t know about?

Benji had to get going soon, so I sat down for coffee, and after we all talked about whatever for a little while, India went upstairs and he followed me down into the basement.

I walked up to the desk. Bruce had put the carpet down, from work.

“That’s my paddle,” I said, pointing to where it lay on the desk. “And I stand there, where the carpet is, and bend over, and Bruce stands there and swats.”

Benji just nodded, because there’s not much to say to something like that, I guess, but I appreciated his interest, and we went back upstairs and he got his coat and left. I kissed him at the door. We were still playing at being real lovers.

Bruce came in a few minutes later, so I caught him in the kitchen. I was feeling really guilty about drinking last night. I never told Mom half the stuff I did. But it was because I didn’t think she wanted to hear about it. Or maybe she didn’t care.

“Thanks for letting Benji stay the night,” I said.

“We like Benji.”

“I drank last night,” I said.

“Why are you telling me?” he asked.

“I just feel kinda guilty,” I said. “Nothing bad happened. I didn’t get in trouble. I only had two, and I didn’t drive. But I broke a rule, and I’m hoping I can take care of it with a couple of hours of chores with India.”

“We’re going into town most of the day,” he said. “But check with her. Maybe she can give you something to do.”

I had to wait until India finished her shower, and I caught up with her in the kitchen. She had some things for me to do in the greenhouse, but without her in there to direct matters, I’d probably have trouble filling more than an hour of time.

“I can take your phone for a few hours when we get back,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. “But I’m getting two swats tonight anyway. Maybe we can just do a third.”

It was the last day of spring break, and I was a little sad about that, and I was hoping Benji would send a note, to let me know we weren’t done yet, to let me know he didn’t think I was too weird to date anymore, but there was nothing, so I went out after Bruce and India left and did the work in the greenhouses, just filling pot after pot with fresh soil they bought from the store, which took just over an hour before the soil ran out, and then I went in and started writing all this down, and got so busy with it (and kinda turned on, in places) I lost track of time until Bruce and India got home, and I helped India make dinner and by the time we sat down, I was feeling really gross because I never got a shower.

“Does Benji have plans for after graduation?” India asked me.

“He’s interviewing for jobs,” I said. “He’ll probably move far away.”

“You don’t see a future with him?” she asked.

“No,” I laughed. “But not just because of some job. I don’t really think we’re right for each other.”

“Why not?” Bruce asked.

“He’s smart and I’m dumb.”

Bruce sort of snorted. “Did he tell you that?” he asked.

“No, no. He tells me I’m smart. But that’s just because he doesn’t know me that well, or he’s trying to be polite.”

“You’ve been out on three dates, haven’t you?” India asked.

“Well, two, because New Year’s doesn’t really count,” I said. “And I think he thinks I’m sort of weird, too. I talked about Mom last night, and I realized some things that were a little strange, and I was just blabbing.”

“Like what?”

“Just, about how she used to take me on trips, and I think she was working during them. We’d go to out of the way places and meet random people, and then she’d go off for a few hours.”

I stopped there. If Mom was killing people while we were traveling, I didn’t see a reason to mention it to Bruce and India.

We talked about other things, just small talk, but toward the end of dinner, I brought up punishment.

“I did about an hour’s work in the greenhouses,” I told India. “So can we do three swats tonight?”

“Sure,” Bruce said.

“But can I shower before?” I asked. “I feel kinda gross.”

“Yeah, we’ll clean up,” India said.

“I’ll come straight down from the bathroom,” I promised. “Probably in about 40 minutes.”

I showered, dried off, blew my hair, hung up my towel and headed across the hall, where India was sitting on the bed and Bruce was putting clothes away.

I didn’t bother putting on a t-shirt, or anything else.

“I’m ready,” I said, standing at their door.

India looked at me with an unreadable face. “You’re going downstairs like that?”

“Yeah, is that okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” India said. Bruce didn’t say anything, or really look at me after a quick glance. Still, no weird vibes.

We all went down to the basement, and I stood on the carpet, handed Bruce my paddle, and put my elbows on the desk.
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“Cheri, can you help Bruce a little?” India asked.

“Sure, how?”

“His aim isn’t perfect, as you’ve probably noticed,” she said. I turned my head to look at Bruce. He was scowling a little, but not that annoyed.

“If you can position yourself a little,” Bruce said, “I can get your swats a little closer to where we want them.”

“Okay, what do I do?”

Bruce raised the paddle to my bottom, kind of the middle place, where the first pop usually landed.

“This is the easiest place for me to swat,” he said. “At this height above the floor, and it’s hard for me not to swat you here, so it would help if you could adjust your position.”

“Okay, I guess,” I said, a little uncertainly

“Let’s do the first one,” India said, “and then we can try what Bruce is talking about.”

“Okay,” I said. So they’ve been talking about this, I assume. At night, or when I’m not around, they have conversations about the best way to punish me. I’d like to hear what they say, for some reason.

Bruce did a practice swing and tapped my rear, so I held my breath and tensed, and the paddle landed with a hard sting and a loud pop, and I could feel my breasts swing a little, my nipples brushing against the top of the desk.

“Goddam it,” I said.

It hurt, but I was getting used to the pain. I just cursed because doing nothing seemed weird.

“Now, can you lift up a little, Cheri?” Bruce said.

I raised up on my elbows a little, so my nipples wouldn’t keep brushing the desk, and then I brought my feet together, rose up on my toes and arched my back, hoping that I wasn’t sticking my swollen pussy out too far.

“Like this?”

“Yeah, thanks,” he said, doing a practice swing against the lower part of my ass, then popping me right after.

“Ow, damn,” I said. “Damn.”

“Now, drop down a little,” he said.

My tits were still swinging as I bent my knees and spread my legs wide enough that neither foot was on the carpet, but the cold floor felt good at this point, because it kind of counteracted my burning butt.

“How’s this?” I asked.

“Good,” Bruce said, and he raised the paddle, touched it against the upper part of my rear, and I closed my eyes, breathed in and hopped.

“POP!” went the paddle across my rear, the same place as the last one, because I flinched again and kind of jumped.

“Damn!” I said. “Damn it!”

“You moved, Cheri,” India said.

“Nervous reaction,” I said. “Sorry.”

But with that, I was finished, with all the punishment for everything bad I’d done over the last 9 days. I actually felt more relief than pain, and I said good night to Bruce and India, and went to my room and masturbated.

Actually, it’s been really hard to write about everything I did with Benji last night without getting kind of steamy, so I’ve been nude whenever I wasn’t doing chores, running my heater and just typing in my room and rubbing myself, and I’ve probably cum five times since Benji left, four times before my spanking and now once afterwards, right before bedtime.

Wednesday, March 24

Now they’re following me.

It’s not that I’m good with faces. I’ll meet someone and then half an hour later confuse them with someone else. It’s embarrassing if I say the wrong name, so I usually just say “Hey” or something.

But I remember types of faces. Store manager types, who look like Karen. Lawyer and legal types, who look like Bruce. Smart boys with ambition, who look like Benji. Women who aren’t sure what they want out of life, who look like India.

And spies, who look like Mom.

I made it to class on time Monday morning, then went to the food court at the mall before going to work at Revenge.

They didn’t send the same no-fashion spy girl to watch me. This time it was a guy, older, maybe Bruce’s age, sitting a few tables away, not eating, just pretending to look at his phone. That happens, where guys stare, of all ages, but I noticed him staring more than once, and I thought that he had that face, sort of.

Mom’s face. A spy’s face.

Then yesterday, driving to the condo after class to get mail and water plants, and see if anything had been moved, the same guy, with the same face, is behind me in a normal car. The same guy. Had to be. In a black Ford Fiesta, I think. And this other woman is beside him, no one I’d seen before. And she has that face too.

I just kept driving to the condo. I’m sure they know where Mom used to live, so it’s not like I was revealing anything by pulling into the alley where all the garages are.

I watched them as I turned, though. They were both looking at me, or at my car, anyway, as they drove on by.

What if they followed me? What if they pulled up right behind me?

Okay, I’d get out, and I’d walk up to their car, and make this “roll your window down” motion with my hand, and I’d just say they had to tell me everything. I wouldn’t threaten them. They could probably kill me instantly, with some kind of car attachment or something, so I’d just say they needed to tell me what’s up with Mom. Just that, point blank.

I did not freak out about those people, even though they were following me to the condo. I’m getting used to them, I guess.

So, about the condo, something that’s weird.

Mom never gets mail, other than junk mail. No bills. Oh, she did get this “Past Due” notice on the payments for the condo, and I opened one but it was boring so I threw it away, and she got some more in the same envelope that I just threw away without reading.

Where does her real mail go? Did she figure out how to cancel it all when she disappeared?

Nothing was weird in the condo this time, though, other than all the trash was gone again. I hope they enjoyed my little present.

I watered the petunias. I guess one day they’ll change the locks and I won’t be able to get in anymore. That’s what Bruce said would happen. I hope someone else takes care of them.

So I grabbed a few more things, clothes I really don’t wear much, some of Mom’s stuff to keep as a souvenir of her, like some pictures of her in different places, which I hadn’t thought of before.

Kind of sad, really.

But I’ve realized now she left me a clue. Something I could actually, maybe, work on.

Her bank key.

If she’s declared dead, according to her note, some lawyer will read the will and it will tell me where the key works, but I didn’t want to wait for that. It could take years.

So today, I went to her bank, where her checks come from. It’s a big place downtown, with a huge door at the far end where all the safe deposit boxes are, and I walked in after someone else like I knew what I was doing and pulled out my key, and a woman who works there came in right behind me and asked me, “Can I help you?” so I held up my key and said I needed to open up my box, and she looked at the key and said, really rudely, “That’s not one of ours. Why don’t you try another bank?” And she just stared at me until I left.

Something I could have said: “Okay, but if my mom’s not dead, she’s a spy and she’ll be coming back for you once I tell her about you. Or at least moving her account.”

I got some messages too. One from Benji, Monday. Of all the things he could have said, here’s what he wrote:

“When you told me you loved me Saturday night, why wouldn’t you let me say anything back?”

Well, duh. But I just said I don’t know and thanks for the nice night.

I also heard from Rick.

“Hey, what Ur doni?”

Like that’s proper English.

We used to fuck on occasion, but we were never boyfriend/girlfriend, and I was never that into him, other than his cock, which felt good. We’d do it at his apartment after classes when I was a senior and he was working until mid-afternoon at a coffee shop near campus.

We usually did it doggie, no talking, just grunts, me always cumming first, him second. I didn’t realize until now he couldn’t write. I don’t remember if he could talk. Probably not.

I used to answer back as soon as I heard from him, but I let that one sit, so he sent another. “Gota get 2gether soon, meet at chestaek?”

Barney’s Cheesesteak. Neither cheese nor steak. And plastic chairs like the ones Bruce and India had to sit on to wait for me at the jail.

No thanks.

“Hey, had to move west of town, super busy,” I said back, using good English. It was true, too. I live out here now. And Karen’s had me working two nights a week since February, for about twenty hours a week total. It helps that I’ve been way better at showing up on time. And the pay’s better at night too.

I got a letter from the Poughkeepsie Judicial Center this week. I’m supposed to show up April 29 for my case. Bruce is pretty sure it’s just going to be a fine and some community service, but I’m still expecting 30 more days in jail.

Sunday, April 4, 2021

No guy.

No Benji.

Sometimes at night, before I masturbate, I’ll put on Mom’s night vision goggles and stare into the woods, to see if those people are out there. I can see people kissing (and more, of course) online anytime I want, but seeing it happen in real life has become a hobby of mine. I’m not sure why. I’ve seen people a few times out there at night, a fire once or twice, and probably boys and girls together, just sitting on stumps, close. Maybe they were kissing. Hard to tell. It’s kind of sad that that’s how I’m entertaining myself.

Benji writes a few times a week, I write back. He tells me about his classes, I make him read about mine. I’m still passing everything, and I’ve got A’s in two, so he might as well know it.

He sorta gets into feelings, but not too deeply, because I think he knows I don’t want to hear it. He’ll just say something like “Still thinking about our drive to Wendell when I wake up.”

And that’s cool. So am I.

I’m thinking about more than that, of course. Over the last few weeks, I’ve had something up me almost every night, one toy or the other, masturbating and shaking and hoping Bruce and India aren’t walking by my room when I cum, because the bed squeaks a little then and I groan because I can’t help it.

Benji usually asks if I’m following the rules, but I know what he’s really getting at – he’s hoping I’m not getting paddled all the time.

And I’ll just reply something like “Yep, all good there.”

Which is mostly true.

I haven’t been punished at all for two weeks. But tonight at dinner, we got caught up on everything.

First it was small talk, then India brought things up.

“You’ve been late leaving for classes four times over the last two weeks,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “I was a little late to class just three times, though. Because the traffic gods were with me one of those days.”

“But you left late on four days,” Bruce said.

“Yeah.”

“And then, you’ve fallen a little short on chores,” India said.

“I’ve missed five hours over the last two weeks,” I said. I almost added “because of work,” but Bruce doesn’t care about excuses. Even good ones.

“How have grades been?” Bruce asked me.

“Great,” I said. “A’s and B’s.”

“At least a C on every assignment?”

“No,” I admitted. “I got a D on this pop quiz, because I worked late the night before and put off the chapter, but I’ve read it since. And she drops our worst quiz grade, so—”

“It was a D,” Bruce said.

“Okay.”

“Any drinking?” he asked.

“Well . . .” I said. “One. Just one. A beer kind of got shoved into my hand last Saturday.”

“And you drank it?” Bruce asked, which is the question a lawyer would ask. Of course I drank it. You don’t pour out a beer someone gives you.

“I did.”

“And then you drove home?”

“I did.”

“Anything else you want to confess?” Bruce asked.

I laughed, because of the words he used.

“Nothing with boys,” I said. “And you know I made curfew. So yeah, that’s it.”

“So the points are . . .” India said, but she didn’t finish the sentence, because I guess adding things up is always my job.

“4 days leaving late equals 4 points,” I said. “And missing 5 hours of chores is 5 points more, so that’s 9. One point for that D, for 10 total. And then, 5 points for the beer, 10 points for driving after the beer. 25 all together.”

“How do you want to resolve it?” Bruce asked me.

“My schedule’s a little more open this week,” I said. “How about 3 hours of extra chores Tuesday and Thursday?”

“Sure,” India said.

“And no cell phone for four hours then?”

“Okay.”

“And I’ll stay home next Friday night.”

“Okay.”

“So that gets me down to 15 points,” I said. “And can we do 3 swats tonight for the rest?”

Neither of them said anything, and I thought probably they didn’t want to spank me anymore, that India was worried about my bruising and how red it made my ass.

“Would that be okay?” I asked again, afraid they were about to take away that option.

“Yes,” India said, “but we’d like to make a few more changes.”

“Like what?”

“I really want each pop to land on a different place on your bottom,” she said. “I’ve watched what happens when he gets you on the same place, and I can tell it hurts.”

“You’re flinching a lot,” Bruce chimed in, a little defensively. “I’m doing my best, but I can’t help it if you jerk.”

“Sorry,” I said, feeling defensive too. When someone knows a big piece of wood is on its way to zinging their butt, they’re going to move half the time.

“I’d like to hold you still,” Bruce said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He’s not going to be able to hold me and paddle me too, I thought. And I’m pretty sure India doesn’t want Bruce touching me anyway.

“I think I can put something pretty simple together,” he said.

“Huh?” I said. I still wasn’t getting it.

“Bruce wants to make a paddling stand for you,” India said. “It will hold you in place while we get everything done.”

I was still trying to picture how it would work, but I didn’t see anything wrong with using something other than the desk to prop myself up on.

“Sure,” I said.

“I can get started on it while you and India clean up,” he said. “Meet me in the basement in half an hour or so.”

While me and India cleaned up, Bruce went to work in the basement. I heard him running his big table saw, not just the little saw he used to make my paddle. I heard hammering, I think his drill a few times, and a kind of hollow sound that I think was a piece of wood falling and bouncing on the basement floor.

“So, Bruce is building a house down there?” I joked.

“It’s probably more complicated that he’s letting on,” India said, and she seemed a little hesitant about it. “It might be an improvement.”

I wasn’t nervous at all. I guess I really trust Bruce and India. Normally, hearing a bunch of construction noises in a basement while someone’s building something to put you on to be spanked would make most people kind of concerned, I’m sure.

As soon as we were done clearing the dishes, I went up stairs and stripped. I’m not sure it if had been a half an hour yet, but I was kind of curious. I found India and we went down to the basement together.

Bruce was kneeling in front of this collection of boards, nailed together, and he was sweating but I was nude, so I turned up the heat and then walked over to him.

“Okay, stand here,” he said, pointing to what I guess was the front of the stand.

It was the same height as the desk, but it was just white wood nailed together, including a board the height of my hips, another at the middle of my thighs, and one near my feet.

“Put your feet together, and bend over the top board,” Bruce said.

He’d put more carpet down, so I stood on that, and once I bent over, I started to get it. There was a board below me that I could grab, and I rested my hands on it. It wasn’t totally comfortable, but it would probably help me hold a little more still than just having me put my elbows on the desk.

I could still jerk, though, and end up getting swatted on the same place time after time, so it seemed like a lot of effort to not improve things much.

I sort of looked at it, stood up, bent over again, grabbed the board. My vulva was probably sticking out halfway into the room by now, and my nipples were like two rocks, but I was too interested in the stand to worry about being modest at that moment.

“I can still kind of move,” I said at last, hoping Bruce didn’t think I was criticizing all his work.

“Bruce has an idea about that,” India said, leaning against the shelving, and she bit her lip and crossed her arms and I knew she was a little nervous about something.

“I’d like to tie you to it,” he said. “Just while we get everything done.”

“Tie me?” I repeated.

“Legs, neck and hands,” he said.

“Uh, well . . .” I said, kind of stammering. In hindsight, his idea made sense, but I was trying to picture myself tied to this thing while Bruce swatted my rear, and it was – like a lot of things that had happened to me since I moved in – a little hard to imagine at first.

“You don’t have to do this, Cherise,” India said. I got the impression this was Bruce’s idea, and she was hesitant about it but decided to let him bring it up and see what I said.

“What would you tie me with?” I asked.

“I’ve got enough rope,” he said.

“And a few of Bunker’s old collars, for your legs and neck,” India said, adding, “Bruce’s idea.”

I looked at her. She was smiling, like, “Can you believe that?” so I could say no one was putting dog collars around me, and that would settle things. But I was okay with everything at this point. I still didn’t have any reason not to trust them.

“I’ll give it a try,” I said.

Bruce stood, walked over to a cabinet where he keeps stuff, and I saw my paddle on the wall beside it. He’d drilled a hole at the end of the handle and put a loop of string through it so he could hang it on a hook in the wall.

He pulled out a handful of stuff from the cabinet, which I think he’d collected over the last few days, and he walked back to me, handed me one of bunker’s thickest leather collars.

“Try this one,” he said.

I looked at it, opened it, put it around my neck and, with a little help from India, got it buckled closed on the tightest setting that wasn’t uncomfortable.

“Okay,” he said, “come back to the stand.”

I walked to it, bent at my hips, grabbed the board.

“Spread your feet to here and here,” he said, pointing to the edges of the little carpet he’d put down.

I opened my legs wide, which lowered my rear a few inches.

“Now, grab the board at the middle, hands touching,” he said.

I did what he said, and Bruce got the paddle from the hook and returned to his usual position beside me, and he raised the paddle and tapped me high on my ass.

“This is how you’ll be tied to have the top of your rear popped,” he said. “Can you hold still while I mark everything?”

“Okay.”

He got out a pencil and drew lines on the boards where my hands were grabbing, and he moved around the stand to put more marks on the boards at my thighs and feet.

So now he was directly behind me. If he looked up, he’d see my asshole and my enflamed pussy, and he could draw his own conclusions. I really didn’t care, though, and I looked at India and she didn’t seem to care either. She just smiled at me, and didn’t look as uncomfortable as before. I guess she was worried about how I’d react to all this, but really, it made sense. I had a habit of jerking, especially before the third swat, and that was making things worse.

“Okay, bring your feet together about halfway,” he said, “and spread your hands out about halfway.”

I obeyed, raising my bottom a few inches and bending a little further down to grab the board, and Bruce stepped beside me, paddle in hand, and touched me at the middle of my rump. Satisfied with this position, he made another set of marks on the stand.

“Now, feet touching,” he said, “and spread your hands out as far as they’ll go on either side of that board.”

I drew my feet together and reached out, grabbing the board at either end. I was bent way over, my elbows straight, head lower than my hips. This was definitely not comfortable.

He tapped me with the paddle again, on my ass just above my thighs.

“You’ll be tied in this position for swats at the lower part of your rear,” he said, and he made a third set of marks.

“Okay, thanks, Cherise,” he said. “I just have to drive a few more nails.”

I stepped away, stood next to India while Bruce used the marks he’d made to decide where the nails would go.

“Anything new with Benji?” India asked me, as Bruce pounded the first nail into the board, where my hands went. He left about an inch of the nail sticking out, and I figured he’d use those to hold my ropes in place.

“We trade messages a little, but that’s it,” I said. “He’s busy with classes, and still interviewing.”

“Any chance he’ll find a job in Poughkeepsie?”

“I doubt it,” I said, having to shout a little over Bruce’s hammering, “but I don’t know. I don’t ask him much about it.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to know,” I said, bluntly. “He’s probably going to move away and find someone more like him, and I’m going to miss him.”

“I think he’s been good for you,” India said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You just seem more, um, alert.”

I laughed while Bruce pounded in the last of the nails.

“There’s a lot of things making me alert,” I said.

Bruce, still kneeling by his little project, looked up at me.

“Okay, Cherise, ready?”

I nodded nervously, remembering that the end result of all this was getting my ass beaten, and my time had arrived. But I stepped over, pressed my hips against the top bar.

“Let’s start with feet together, hands out to the widest set of nails.”

I brought my feet close, grabbed the board at the widest position, and felt Bruce kneel behind me, wrapping a length of rope around my ankles and tying it to the board at my feet. He was using thick rope, soft and white, just bought from the store, which was nice of him, I thought.

He scooted around in front of me to tie my wrists to the board where the nails stuck out. With the nails there, I couldn’t slide my hands down the board at all. For good measure, I guess, he hooked Bunker’s leash to my collar and looped it a few times around the middle of the board I was holding.

Finally, he got back behind me, closed a collar around each thigh and tied those to the board where he’d driven in the nails.

“How are you doing, Cheri?” India asked.

“This is really uncomfortable,” I said.

“It should take me less time to get you tied after this,” Bruce said, defensively again.

“It’s a good design, Bruce,” India said, probably just to make him feel better. “I wasn’t sure what you were talking about before, but this looks like it’ll work.”

He stood, raised the paddle.

“Okay, let’s do the first one,” he said, and he did a practice tap

“Bruce, hold up,” India said, and she stepped behind me.

“Huh?” he said.

“When she’s bent this far over, her lips stick out,” she said. “Touch her again there.”

I felt Bruce taking another practice swing, low on my bottom, where my pussy opens up.

“Cheri, can you feel the paddle against your vulva?” India asked. “It looks like it’s touching your lips, and we don’t want to hurt you there.”

“They don’t stick out that far, do they?” I asked. “But I don’t think it’s a problem. Nothing Bruce has done so far has hurt my, um, opening.”

I really wanted to get this over with.

Satisfied I guess with my answer, he delivered the real thing, the sound of the paddle coming sharp and fast, the lower part of my ass on fire.

“Ow, god,” I said, and I jerked so hard I actually lifted Bruce’s stand off the floor a little, but his work held me. My tits kept swinging, though, sort of like aftershocks.

“That didn’t hurt your lips, Cheri?” India asked.

“No, not at all.”

Bruce was still in a hurry. He got in front of me, unlooped my leash and untied my wrists, and I put my hands at the next set of nails and he tied them back, wrapped my leash around the board, got behind me and freed my ankles and thighs just long enough for me to spread my legs to the next position, then he tied my legs so that my rear was a little lower, and he picked up my paddle.

“You see where she’s red, Bruce?” India said, and she walked over and ran her finger along the place where I’d just been swatted, and where I assume there was a nice, flaming red line.

“Yes,” Bruce said, kind of shortly, like he was thinking, “Of course I see it, it’s practically glowing.”

He raised my paddle for another tap, I tensed up as soon as I felt him practice, and then he swung, the “SLAP!” rang out, and I screamed, sort of an “Ahhh!”

And then the final adjustment – hands tied at the middle, legs spread wide, ropes and collars and leash holding me in position to get my rear swatted at the top.

“Can you move your rear down at all, Cheri?” India asked.

I tilted myself slightly, my bottom angled down a little more and making it, I hoped, very easy for Bruce to hit the right place.

“Bruce, you see where she’s already been swatted?”

“Yes.”

He tapped me once, gently, right where the spank was supposed to go, and then, “POP!” The sound filled the room for a few seconds and I shook the stand again and my breasts swung back and forth.

“Damn!” I said. “Damn!”

Bruce untied me, opened the collars at my thighs, and I took off the leash and removed Bunker’s collar.

I was starting to get used to that feeling of being done, of making it through something hard, and being glad about it. I said goodnight, walked up to my bedroom, wondered what Benji would think of my stand. I thought about him, masturbated with just my fingers, and fell asleep.

Sunday, April 25

As upset as Bruce and India are tonight, I’m not sure I would have – or could have – done anything differently over the last few days.

Maybe I could have done something for Mom though. I have done nothing for her. I’m not sure what I would do if I had time, but every day where I don’t look for her, don’t try to rescue her, don’t investigate something, I struggle with guilt.

I go to class, I study, I work, I hang out with Marcia and whatever guy she’s with, and because I live in the country, I sit around and feel lonely the rest of the time.

So, sad as this sounds, I use Mom’s night vision goggles to look for people in the woods. Usually there’s no one there, or if they’re there, they’re just sitting around a fire, or sitting around without a fire, blurry white shapes that move now and then and barely look human.

I’m not really sure what I’ve been wanting to see, but a week ago Saturday, I got back from town by 11 or so, after a day of work and a night out with Marcia where I was the third wheel again, and I looked into the woods and saw one person there, a guy, sitting. It got warm last weekend, probably in the mid-50’s, and I wondered what he was wearing.

And then someone else showed up.

A girl.

The guy stood.

The girl walked up to him, stopping about a foot away.

They were talking, I guess.

And then she moved. It sort of looked like she was dancing. Or taking off her clothes.

He was doing the same thing.

I kept staring

She walked past the guy, dropped to her hands and knees. He turned and got behind her, kneeling.

They were both really still after that, but you can’t see every movement with Mom’s goggles, and I know what they were doing.

I KNOW what they were doing.

They were fucking.

Oh. My. God.

She came out to the woods, and he was waiting for her, and they fucked.

I was already naked for bed, so I slipped my hand between my legs and watched and masturbated and came while they were still doing it.

They finished after me and they both got up and did more dancing moves that I know was getting their clothes back on. I’m sure they were cold.

So, that’s what happens in the woods, right behind Bruce and India’s house. People fuck. I don’t even know if they know each other. They meet, talk, and he fucks her on her knees.

And I watch and get off.

I can watch a new cock going into a new hi-def pussy 24 hours a day on the internet.

This was better, though. Two blurry, gray shapes. Because it was real. And I could have walked up on them before they were done.

With everything else I had to worry about – Mom, school, work, Benji, my discipline contract – this became kind of an obsession.

Who were they? Where did they come from? What were the rules?

Were there any rules?

It didn’t help that nothing was happening in the sex department. No sex since Benji, on March 21. More that a month.

I started ovulating Thursday.

I didn’t go out last night. I didn’t feel like just hovering around Marcia and her boyfriend, who really doesn’t have that much in common with Benji. And of course, Benji’s finishing up school, and either too busy to send me any messages, or he’s moved on.

It was a normal Saturday. I helped India plant seeds in a bunch of pots. I met my full quota of chores this week, was late to class just once, worked a lot of hours at Revenge. Having work to do helps keep my mind off sex.

I went to my bedroom by 11 last night, pretended I was tired, but as soon as the lights were out, I was at the window with Mom’s goggles on, naked, watching, waiting.

It was another warmish night, but there was nothing but a few animals, hopping or prowling or hunting through.

I put down the goggles and surfed the internet a little, wondered if maybe Benji had sent me something.

Nothing, so I put the goggles back on.

Oh, fuck.

He was there. Someone was there. He looked male.

He was waiting.

He started doing those dancing moves that meant he was undressing, and he sat down.

He was naked. And I didn’t see a girl. He was alone.

It was almost midnight.

Bruce and India must be in bed by now, I was thinking.

My mind filled with ideas, wondering what would happen if I went outside. If I went to him.

I had to. I had to know.

Thinking about it now, I understand that I was insane. More insane than I was when they arrested me, because I wasn’t insane at all that night, even though they thought I was.

No, this was real insanity. He could have been an axe murderer. His girlfriend or friend or whatever the hell she was could have come along at any minute. Maybe he wasn’t naked. Maybe he wasn’t undressing. Maybe he was just stretching. People do that in the woods sometimes.

But I had to know.

I took off the goggles, slipped naked out my bedroom door, down the hall, down through the kitchen to the back door.

The house creaked a little under my feet, but I didn’t care.

No sign of Bruce and India.

I opened the door, slipped outside, closed it as quietly as I could.

The night air was cool but not cold. It felt good, because my skin felt like it was on fire. The moon was just clearing the trees, and my eyes were adjusted and it almost look like daylight.

I looked at the grass, at the woods, at the fence, at the greenhouses that were black now, at the gate I would have to open.

I ran, my breasts bouncing, my rear bouncing, my breath coming fast.

I opened the gate, passed through, closed it, picked my way over the ground, crunching across the old fall leaves and the branches that had come down over the winter. My heart was pounding. If I stepped on anything, I wasn’t sure I’d even notice. My clit was at full attention, lips wide open, thick and full and heating up the cool night air as it passed between my legs.

I got to the place where they sometimes burned fires and where, tonight, he was waiting.

He was still there, still alone, sitting on a blanket. He was naked.

And he was a he.

He turned as soon as he heard me, my steps slowing now.

I was in the shadow of an oak tree, still bare, but its branches were thick enough to hide me. Or at least my face. I looked down and saw the moonlight splashed across my breasts, my hips and belly, and my dark red triangle of pussy hair.

He stood and turned to me. He was fully exposed to the moon, and I saw his cock, long and thick and swinging as he faced me. I didn’t see anything else, because I wasn’t looking at anything else. I never saw his face. I guess he had arms and legs. And a torso.

I had no idea, when I left my bedroom, what I was going to do if I actually found him down here, by himself.

Now I knew. I was going to walk away. I was going to pretend that I was just here for a stroll. People do that sometimes.

I ignored him. I turned toward a narrow path someone had cut through the woods, and I started walking, and my cunt was practically groaning at me to turn around, because I was walking away from the thing she wanted most.

I heard his footsteps, not fast, not racing after me, not coming to tackle me and ravish me. Just keeping pace with me, a few steps behind. He was no murderer, no rapist.

I reached another clearing, the moonlight yellow-green through stick branches, all last summer’s weeds gray.

I dropped.

I fell to my knees, and then bent and put my hands on the cool dirt.

His footsteps stopped.

I knew he must be trying to figure out what do to.

I’m sure he could see my legs, my ass, the dark place where my pussy waited.

I arched my back, spread my knees, aimed my cunt up to where I thought he must be standing. I didn’t look back. This wasn’t a date.

I heard him step again, closer. I heard him right behind me, his feet between mine.

I heard his knees crunch into the grass between my knees.

I arched my back again, tilted my pussy toward him.

He paused, just to be sure, I think. If I didn’t want him up me, this was my chance to leave. If I stood and walked away, he’d let me.

I didn’t want to leave.

I felt his hands at my holes, a finger touching my anus before it moved down to my cock hole.

I felt his fingers parting my lips, and then the penis was in me, at my opening, halfway into my chamber, all the way in, then out and in again, out and in, over and over. He, whoever he was, was breathing in and out, sighing, grunting.

I tightened, relaxed, pushed back, pushed up, felt every inch of his beautiful cock.

I wasn’t sure I could cum like this, but that was beside the point. I just wanted to wash a cock in the juices that had been pouring out of my pussy and driving me crazy for three days.

I had that.

But still, I had to try for more. I started to move, the way I had with Benji, hips twisting, rising and falling to force the head of his cock against my front wall, and he was pounding me with such enthusiasm by this point I couldn’t have kept from cumming even if I hadn’t wanted to.

“Uh, uh, uh,” I started saying.

He said nothing, just breathed, harder and heavier, harder and heavier, until it happened, his thrusts coming twice as fast, his groans turning to a sort of long moan, and I knew his cock was thickening inside me, that his cum was shooting up his shaft and out his tip and deep into my cunt. Now he was washing me. We were washing each other.

We kept groaning after we were both done with our orgasms.

Then, when he slid his cock out of me, I pulled away and stood up.

I didn’t even look down at him. I just turned to head back to the house.

I listened for his footsteps behind me, heard nothing, wondered if he’d fainted, or fallen asleep, or walked in a different direction.

Had he been waiting for another girl? Did he think I was that girl?

I didn’t care.

I got to the gate, opened it, shut it back, walked across the back yard, slipped through the kitchen door.

Still no Bruce, no India, all the lights off.

I went to my room, grabbed a tissue, wiped my pussy. I couldn’t tell what was me, what was him. Everything between my legs was a wet mess. But there was a smell there, sweet and thick, like rotten honey I guess.

I went down the hall to the guest bathroom, still nude, to pee. I don’t think it matters anymore who sees me without my clothes, but no one came out.

I went back to my room, got in bed, shivered under the blankets and realized how cold I was.

I thought about what had just happened, wondered what Benji would think, wondered who that boy was, decided I had more questions than answers and stopped trying to figure it out.

Once I warmed up, I fell asleep.

I woke up this morning feeling good about something, thought it was because I’d had a dream about getting fucked in the woods and cumming.

No, that was real. Fuck. I did that. What was I thinking?

I got up, got dressed. It was earlier than I usually went downstairs on Sundays, not quite 8, but moonlight fucks make me feel alert, I guess. India’s word. Alert.

They were already up, sitting in the kitchen, and I could hear them talking, and then it went quiet as soon as they heard my feet on the stairs.

Talking about me again, probably.

“Hey,” I said, pouring coffee and smiling at them.

“Good morning,” India said.

I looked at her. Just by the way she said it, I knew she knew what I’d done. I knew they both knew what I’d done.

And for the first time, I remembered that I’d broken an official rule. Not just a common-sense rule you shouldn’t have to write down, about not fucking complete strangers at night in the woods. But an official rule on my discipline contract.

3 points.

It wasn’t just the points that bothered me, though. I thought of what I’d done as really private, really personal.

And, in the light of day, kind of embarrassing.

Okay, maybe they have some kind of ESP that tells them when I’m having sex, but I was going to fight this.

Plan A: be super-cooperative and helpful.

I sat down, poured a little sugar into my coffee, smiled at both of them.

“I’d like to get an early start on my chores for the week,” I said. “Maybe we can plant some more seeds in the greenhouses this morning? And then, I need to be at work by 2.”

India and Bruce looked at each other. She sighed, made sort of a face, not like “you lying bitch” so much as “well, this is going to be awkward.” I tried to smile innocently and waited for her to speak.

“You had an adventure last night,” she said.

Bruce took a sip of coffee and stared at me.

“The woods were calling to me,” I said, still smiling, but I knew I was blushing, mainly because what I was saying was so dumb. “It’s beautiful out there at night.”

“You went out naked,” India said.

“Oh, you saw me?”

“Yes,” India said.

“Like, out the window?”

“We heard you walking down the stairs, and open the kitchen door, so I went to the other bedroom and looked out,” India said. “Imagine my surprise.”

I laughed. A nervous laugh.

“I almost put clothes on,” I said, doing the worst lying job ever, “and then I said, ‘Why bother?’ I mean, I just said it to myself. In my own head. ‘Why bother?’ I didn’t say it out loud.”

“Cherise,” India said.

“Huh?”

“Were you with a boy last night?”

“Huh?” I said again, and I did my best impression of someone who can’t believe what they’re hearing. “No. Not at all. No boy.”

“In the woods?” India said. “A boy in the woods?”

That must be a lawyer trick that Bruce taught India, since she was in charge of my interrogation this morning. If the person doesn’t give the answer you expect, ask it another way.

“No,” I said.

“I think you were,” India said.

I was wearing panties and tights. No way that boy was still leaking out of me, but I almost looked down at my pussy again. Almost. At the last second before I looked down, I thought about it. If I’m leaking, I can say it’s because I’m ovulating. But I didn’t look. At least I’d learned that, from the last time I got questioned about being with boys.

I needed to say something, though.

“Why do you think that?” I asked.

India just stared. Bruce just stared. Waiting for me to say something.

“Did you follow me?”

Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Busted. I knew as soon as I asked the question how stupid it was. I might as well have stood up, pulled down my tights and panties and looked for dripping cum while I talked to her.

“What if we had?” India said. “What would we have seen?”

I took a very slow, long sip of my coffee, looked at the table, looked back at them.

“It was a date,” I said.

Bruce snorted before he could stop himself. India pressed her lips together, I guess to keep from laughing.

“Oh, a date?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“With a boy?”

“I only date boys,” I said. I actually, for one brief moment, thought this might work.

“What’s his name?” Bruce asked.

“Oh, well . . .” I said, hopeless again, “it, um, wasn’t that kind of date.”

“A date where you don’t know each other’s names?”

“I guess.”

“You’re lying, aren’t you?” Bruce said.

“Yeah,” I said, and I breathed out, with sort of a sense of relief, because making up lie after lie was getting sort of tiresome, and it was causing me to hold my breath uncomfortably. “Sorry.”

Sorry.

That word worked with Mom.

It doesn’t work here.

Bruce took another sip of coffee, set his cup down, leaned back and put his hands around one knee.

“Were you protected?” he asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Yes or no?”

“No.”

“What should we do about this?” he asked.

“Okay,” I said, trying really hard to see things from their point of view. “Okay . . . maybe . . . teach me to be more responsible?”

“How would we do that?” Bruce asked.

I knew where this was headed, of course. The same place everything was headed, every time I screwed up. The Discipline Contract. Capital D, capital C.

“By punishing me,” I said.

“Cherise,” India said, leaning forward. “This is different.”

“How?”

“We can’t have you going into the woods to have sex with boys you don’t know.”

“Okay,” I said. “Maybe I could find out his name?”

When Bruce and India are double-teaming me, I get dumb. Really dumb.

They kept staring at me.

I looked down, at the table, thinking everything through, trying to come up with a solution that would make them stop staring at me and asking questions.

“Okay,” I said, trying to start over. “This should go on my contract. It’s 3 points for unprotected sex with a boy I don’t know, so that’s already on there. But we could do more if it’s . . . if it’s a boy I just met in the woods, at night. 5 points?”

“We’re not going to just deal with this after the fact,” Bruce said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “After the fact” was a legal term he shouldn’t expect me to know.

“We can’t have you going out at night, period,” Cherise said. “Period.”

“Okay, I won’t anymore.”

“We don’t trust you,” India said.

“What?”

“We have no reason to trust you,” she said. “You haven’t given us any reason to.”

“Oh, god,” I said. That hurt. It might have been the worst thing they’d ever said to me. The Discipline Contract was one thing. Not trusting me, though . . .

“You lied to us this morning,” Bruce said.

“We can add that to the contract,” I said. “1 point per lie?”

“5 points,” India said back, and Bruce nodded, and I knew they’d already made a bunch of decisions and were just making me catch up to them.

I thought about the conversation we’d been having. How many lies had I told? 2? 3?

“I guess I told two lies,” I said.

“5,” Bruce said. “We were counting.”

“What were they?”

“You said you weren’t with a boy, twice,” Bruce said, in total lawyer mode now. “You said it was a date, twice. You said you didn’t know if he used protection.”

“And there were at least two half-truths,” India said. “Probably more.”

“So, if I tell the same lie twice, that’s two lies?”

“Yes.”

“Damn.”

Bruce kept leaning back.

“Okay,” I said, holding up my fingers, “5 lies then. 25 points. And being with a boy in the woods at night, without protection, 5 more. So, 30 points.”

They both nodded, which was sort of a relief, because I felt like we were starting to wrap up a very uncomfortable conversation. I could do 30 points, I thought. I’d done a lot more than that. Extra chores, no cell phone, grounded, spanking.

But we weren’t done, I guess. India took a deep breath.

“Right now, we don’t trust you, Cherise,” she said.

“Okay.” She’d already said that, but maybe she thought it was so important she had to say it twice.

“We’re going to need to keep you here . . . and keep you safe,” Bruce said. “At night.”

“Okay, I’ll stay inside from now on.”

India shook her head, and looked at the table and scowled, and I could tell this was really hard for her. She was about to say the hardest thing of all.

“Bunker . . .” she said. “We had a cage for Bunker.”

“Yeah?” I said.

I literally had no idea where this was going. No idea.

“You’re going to sleep in it at night,” Bruce said. He said the words really fast, and his face just went all tight, and India looked away with an expression I couldn’t read at all.

I just sat there, working through everything.

I’d seen Bunker’s cage. It was in the room where he stayed when he was dying. They put him in there sometimes when company came over, because he’d just sleep in it and not bark or try to get out of his room and confront people. It was big, I guess. I always thought he hated it, though.

I was still thinking this was another punishment, because I hadn’t heard everything Bruce just said.

“So I’ll just sit in there?” I said. “Maybe a point for every hour I’m in it? Or no, sitting in a dog’s cage is kinda bad. 5 points?”

“You’ll be sleeping in it,” India said. “Overnight.”

“What?” I asked, almost shouting sort of. “When?”

“Overnight,” India repeated. “Every night.”

“What?”

They stared. Both of them, staring.

This seemed way out there. Insanely out there. Sleeping in a cage? Because I took a walk through the woods once at night, and happened to run into a boy out there, and we were both naked, so having sex was just, sort of, the polite thing to do?

“Wait,” I said. “Can we talk about this? Can we?”

“What do you want to propose?” Bruce asked.

“Okay, okay,” I said at first, thinking through everything now, and for the first time, I felt the tears coming. But it wasn’t about Bunker, or his cage. It was about everything I was dealing with. They were not understanding me, and that hurt. They thought I should be like them only, and not at all like myself.

“I’m ovulating,” I said, and I put my hands on the table, on either side of my coffee cup, and I leaned forward. “Okay? So I do stuff then, that I wouldn’t do other times of the month. I’ve always been that way. I would never have had sex with that boy during my period. Or probably not before or after my period either. And I’m almost done ovulating. Okay?”

I was crying now. I couldn’t help it, because I was thinking about everything else.

“And I’m lonely, okay?” I said, kind of choking on the words.

India got me a tissue, and I dabbed at my eyes and my nose and kept trying to talk. “The only boy . . . the only boy I care about right now . . . is Benji, and we’re never together, and he’s going to move away anyway, and I’m out here . . . I’m out here in the country . . . and I have to drive 30 minutes to get anywhere . . . and . . . and then . . . Mom!”

I was really crying now, and screaming, and I put my arms down on the table and put my face down on them and kept crying for awhile, and feeling terrible, not just about the state of my life, but about Mom too, and about Benji, and even Bunker. And about sleeping in his cage.

Then I was done crying. Crying felt good. It always did. I still felt terrible, but I didn’t have to cry anymore. I sat up. Bruce and India were still sitting there, waiting for me.

“Can we talk about this some more?” I asked.

Bruce was holding his coffee cup, and he waved it at me, like he was using it to say, “Go ahead.”

Okay, they were ready to negotiate. I’m terrible at lying, but I feel like I’ve gotten better at negotiating, since I’ve had to do it a lot with them.

“I shouldn’t have to sleep in there during my period,” I said.

“Okay,” India said.

“Or before or after my period.”

“We’ll see,” Bruce said.

I think that meant he agreed. I looked at him but couldn’t be sure.

India breathed in and smiled, and I knew another awkward topic was coming.

“Do you masturbate, Cheri?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. I looked at Bruce. He was looking at the table now. So we’re going to talk about this with Bruce sitting here. But if he keeps looking at the table, and not trying to do this part of the conversation, okay.

“Often enough?” India asked.

I laughed. “Often enough?” I repeated.

“You don’t wait until you’re very frustrated?”

“No,” I said. “I do it whenever I want. Well, when I’m alone.”

“Did you masturbate before you went outside last night?”

“No.”

“Would that have been a substitute?”

“Not really,” I said. Seriously, she doesn’t know this?

“Having a,” I said, hesitating a little, “. . . having a boy . . . sometimes that’s the only thing I want.”

“But if you had given yourself an orgasm before you saw the boy, would you have still gone out?”

“No, probably not,” I admitted.

“How often do you relieve yourself?” she asked.

“Most days,” I said. “Not as much during my period.”

“Before bed?”

“Yeah, usually.”

“During the day?”

“When I can, yeah.”

“Okay,” she said. “Bruce and I are going to talk some more, and you can think about things too.”

“Okay.”

I was hungry and had breakfast even though I was really upset, and I came upstairs to write some of this, and then I helped India in the greenhouses, which were surprisingly warm, a lot hotter than the air outside. I guess that’s supposed to happen when the sun is shining.

We were both sweating after about an hour in there, and she suggested we take a break, and we walked over to the spigot and drank water so cold it made my hands numb for a second.

“Do you mind if I undress?” she asked me.

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t care at all.

I could tell though, just from looking at her face, that something else was going on. I just wasn’t sure what yet. She seemed uncomfortable.

I’d never seen India nude. Down to bra and panties a few times, but never nude. Maybe she looked nervous because she’s just a little modest, I was thinking.

She slipped off her shoes. She was in warmup pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt, and those came off next, and she hung them on a row of hooks set into the wall. Then her bra. Her boobs are a little bigger than I expected, because she doesn’t wear tight sweaters or stuff that shows off her cleavage. Probably C cups, firm, pointing up, nipples hard. And then her panties. She shaves, which surprised me. No hair at all, just the slit in front. Overall, India’s pretty well built, especially for a girl in I guess her late 30’s or early 40’s.

She looked at me, smiled awkwardly again.

“Feel free to do the same,” she said.

I was about to anyway, but her invitation settled things. I stripped naked, hung everything up next to her stuff, and we went back to work, filling pots with dirt, pushing little seeds into them – lettuce, cucumbers, beans, corn.

Then back to the spigot after another 30 minutes.

“Cheri,” India said, using the tone she used when she wanted to talk about something serious.

“Yeah?”

“I was wondering if . . . if it would help for you to partner . . . with someone.”

I was trying to understand what she was talking about, so I just looked at her, and she could see my confusion, I guess.

“You said earlier, you only date boys?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever been with a girl?”

I laughed and blushed.

“Uh,” I said. Was nothing off limits today? But then, I’d just fucked a stranger in the woods. I guess that sort of changed the rules about what you could discuss.

“Yeah,” I finally said. “Just a few times. With a friend in high school.”

“Was it . . . okay?”

“I don’t know,” I said, honestly. “It was good enough. I guess I came, one time or the other. But I like boys.”

“Okay,” India said. “Because, the reason I’m asking – was . . . would it help to be with someone now? Not a boy, but not just masturbating, either.”

I was slowly understanding what India was getting at.

“You mean . . . with you?”

India looked at me in surprise. Maybe she didn’t think I’d understand that quickly. Or be that blunt.

“If you thought it would help,” she said. “If not, no problem.”

“But you’re with to Bruce,” I said.

“If you thought you’d want to try it, to see if it helped, I could check with him,” she said. “But I don’t think he’d have a problem with it.”

I suspected they’d already discussed it. How would this work, though? India was practically like a mother to me. Or a strange kind of friend-mom, or mom-friend. I don’t know. But where was this coming from? Was she really just trying to help me work through my urges? Or did she want me? And did it matter? But she’s, like, 40. I’d never been with someone that old, boy or girl.

“That’s fine,” I blurted. What else could I say? Hell no? I don’t want anything to do with you, bitch?

She stood there, looking at me, like she was expecting me to say something else.

“How about right before lunch?” I said. “If Bruce says it’s okay? After showers?”

“Okay.”

“If we do it,” I said, “does that mean, um, I don’t have to sleep in Bunker’s cage?”

She laughed. “It might help longer-term, but Bruce really wants you caged tonight, at least.”

“Can we count the cage toward my points, then?” I asked.

“No,” she said, not unexpectantly. “But we can work it out, there might be some room to compromise on the details.”

“Something I’ve been thinking about,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Maybe we could add being tied to the stand to my punishments.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when he ties me to it, it’s really uncomfortable. So you could leave me on it, instead of swats. Or you could combine them.”

“Okay, I’ll ask Bruce what he thinks.”

That’s all she said, and she turned and I followed her and we both went back to work on a row of pots.

“Are you a lesbian?” I asked.

We were both on our hands and knees, naked, pushing seeds into dirt, working almost shoulder to shoulder, and I just wanted to know. And it seemed like we could talk about anything right now.

“I’m not,” she said. “I’ve never been with a girl. Or wanted to be.”

“Then you don’t want to be with me?”

“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “Not everyone from the South thinks that’s wrong. I just . . . never had a reason to be. Until now.”

“God, you must hate having to deal with me.”

“Don’t say that,” India said. “It’s been great. You need some guidance, but we always knew that. And I feel like you’re growing. It’s very satisfying.”

“Okay,” I said.

I just wanted to leave it at that. Maybe it would work. Maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe it would ease my frustration a little, which was building up again, along with the ovulation juice collecting between my pussy lips. Thinking about last night didn’t help. No matter how disgusted Bruce and India were by it, it was still good in my memory.

Being naked in a hothouse wasn’t making me any less horny. And talking in the nude about sex with India was, admittedly, not hurting either.

Did she propose undressing just because she was hot, or because she wanted to make sure I was okay with what I’d be working with if we had sex?

We did a few more minutes of planting, and then India said we were close enough to two hours, and she headed for the greenhouse door without bothering to dress, and I just followed her, and we walked across the backyard nude, and I wondered if this was her natural state here, just like for me at home, and we’d both been dressing out of respect for the other. Wearing less was fine with me here, if Bruce didn’t mind.

We went upstairs together, stopped outside hers and Bruce’s bedroom door.

“Just come get me when you’re ready,” she said. “We’ll do it your bed. And it’s okay if you change your mind.”

“Okay.”

There was nothing about Bruce approving.

Just “come get me.”

So Bruce had already said yes.

I washed up, touched myself in the shower but didn’t masturbate, wet as my slit was. I dried my hair, walked to their bedroom door nude. Bruce answered, opened the door wider, and I saw India put down a magazine and slide off the bed, naked too. Neither of them said anything, but this was obviously okay with him.

We walked to my bedroom, I shut the door, we walked over to my bed, and I pulled down the sheets. I hoped the stains weren’t too obvious.

I turned to India. She’d put on a little makeup, which I thought was a cute touch.

“What do you want to do?” I asked.

She shrugged and shook her head, and I realized then that this was something I had more experience with than her. And this was all about me, too. She and Bruce just wanted me to orgasm, and her job was to make that happen. I was just a chore to her. So I could be selfish.

I pushed the sheets down to the end of the bed, lay on my back with my head on my pillow, and I spread my legs and raised my pussy.

“You’re okay with licking?” I asked.

She didn’t answer, just got on the bed, crouched on her knees between my legs, and lowered her mouth to my front hole.

She was sort of cautious at first, tongue barely out of her mouth, just a few quick strokes on my lips, on either side of my slit. Anything down there felt good, though, and I know I was swelling, my lips filling up and spreading, my clit growing into a hard bump.

She noticed too, and maybe that gave her the encouragement she needed to stick her tongue out a little further, and lick not just my outer lips, but along the slot between them, and I raised my head to watch her, and I could tell the moment she tasted my juice, because she paused a little to look at everything.

I thought she was going to stop then, but this was her job, I guess, so she went back in, pushing her tongue between my lips and then up my hole. She was getting the full sense of my taste now, so if she kept going, I decided, she was fine with it, and I dropped my head to the pillow, stared at the ceiling and enjoyed the sensation.

India was surprising me, though. After she’d licked the mouth of my pussy clean – or as clean as she could get it, considering how much juice I was making – her tongue was exploring all around it, through my hair, along my thighs, and lower, toward my asshole.

My anus is really sensitive, but guys don’t touch it much except by accident, so this felt good, and I lifted my hips a little to see what would happen.

India read my mind, lowered her tongue down to that hole and kept licking, and I groaned a little, because she knew what she was doing. Really, I was expecting to just masturbate after she spent some time on me but couldn’t make me cum, so I was surprised by how much this was turning me on.

Girls kind of know things about other girls that guys don’t, I guess. We communicate with the same language, even if it’s two straight girls having sex.

I pulled up my legs, India backed off, and I turned over, getting up on my hands and knees, my back arched so my asshole was easy to reach.

She understood right away and brought her tongue back to my rear entrance, licking it over and over, then working it inside me, opening me up and making me groan. If I had a clit in my asshole, I would have cum.

And I wanted to cum.

I turned back around, dropped to my back, raised my legs and grabbed my tits, and India understood, putting her mouth over my front hole and just sucking, licking, tonguing my juice, biting and licking my clitoris, pinching it between her lips, and I felt the orgasm building, and at first I helped it along a little, in my head, then it couldn’t be stopped, and I was groaning and shaking and doing my standard orgasmic “uh, uh, uh” while she kept at it, her tongue just dancing across my cunt, following through like most guys don’t know how to do, making sure that every part of cumming was right for me.

Once I was done responding, I collapsed on the bed, eyes half closed, staring at the ceiling, legs flat on the sheet, and I sensed that India was still there, sitting up on the bed near my feet, but I didn’t look at her until I was finished breathing.

I raised my head to look at her.

“Okay, that helped,” I said.

“Was it okay?”

“You know it was,” I said. “I came. Hard.”

I looked at the clock. It was about 12:15. I needed to have lunch and finish getting ready for work, so I sat up and smiled at her.

“That was really good.”

She smiled back, maybe a little shyly, and I felt a minor sense of guilt because she didn’t get to cum, but it didn’t seem like she cared. She left my room, I got dressed, and we all ended up in the kitchen a little before 1 to put our lunches together.

It was a weird lunch. I’d just had sex with India, and now we had to talk about punishment.

“What time are you getting home, Cherise?” Bruce asked.

“A little later than usual,” I said. “I’m helping close up, so it might not be until 8:30 or 9.”

“You said you wanted to do a few swats tonight?” India asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “How about three?”

“Okay,” Bruce said.

“Any chance you could leave me tied to the stand for a few points?”

“Maybe,” Bruce said. “What seems fair to you?”

“Well . . . 15 minutes for 10 points?”

“5 points,” Bruce said.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll get on the stand at 10. I’m sure I’ll be home by then. And then you can do three swats at 10:15?”

“Yeah,” Bruce said.

“I can learn how to tie her to it,” India said to Bruce, “if you can show me the basics tonight.”

“Sure,” Bruce said. He looked at me. “And you’ll go to Bunker’s cage at 10:30.”

I just looked back at him.

“So, how is that going to work?” I asked.

“You’ll sleep there,” he said.

“All night?”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to lock it?”

“Yes, I’ve got a couple of padlocks I’m going to use to close the top.”

“What if I need to go to the bathroom?”

“We can give you a bucket,” Bruce said.

“And some tissue,” India said.

I was definitely having an oh my god moment here, but I tried to focus on the details.

“Can I put some blankets in there? And a pillow?”

“Sure, set it up however you want.”

“Can I bring in my phone and laptop?”

Bruce laughed. “No, you’re in there to sleep.”

“Can I go in at 11? It might take me awhile to clean it and get it set up.”

“We’ll see,” said Bruce. Which probably meant yes.

I got home by 8 tonight. I had dinner at work while I was on break, so I’ve been typing in my room, catching up on my life, wishing things were different.

I sent Benji a short note, just general stuff, nothing about fucking a stranger in the woods, or getting caught doing it, or getting put in a dog cage.

Maybe he’ll reply.

It’s almost 10 now, so I’m about to strip and head to the basement for punishment.

And maybe start reconsidering the error of my ways.

Monday, April 26

Last night was about what I expected.

After I got home, I wrote a little, then I took off all my clothes and went down to the kitchen about 9:45. Bruce and India were both down there, tapping on their phones.

“I’m ready now, if you don’t mind going a little early,” I said.

They both got up and went to the basement, and I turned on the heater first, and then went to the stand.

“Can I decide how I’m tied?” I asked. I went to the shelf where Bunker’s old collar was kept and put it around my neck.

I wanted my legs spread and my hands together, in the position I’m in for pops at the top of my rear, because that’s when my back is the least bent and the least under strain. I think Bruce knew that, and didn’t want this to be totally easy.

“Let’s do the middle position,” he said, pointing to my stand. “Feet here and here, hands here and here.”

“Okay.”

India got all the other stuff from the shelf, the leash and collars and ropes, and she walked over to me, and I set my feet where they were supposed to go and grabbed the board where Bruce said, and Bruce kind of supervised but didn’t say anything, and she put the collars around my thighs first, and then she tied my ankles and the collars to the boards, and came around to the front and put the leash on me and tied my hands down.

“Did I get it right?” she asked.

Bruce tugged on all the places where I was tied, one by one, and seemed satisfied with India’s work. Really, she tied me a little tighter than Bruce does.

“Okay, 15 minutes starts now,” he said, looking at his phone.

I thought they would both go upstairs, but just Bruce tromped up the stairs while India stayed in her usual place, leaning against the wall with her arms folded, one hand holding her phone and tapping on it.

I looked over at her and had to remind myself that the same person who licked my cunt and asshole earlier today until I came just tied me to a stand for 15 minutes of punishment.

I could sort of see how it was my doing, though. I probably tried to blame other people or situations when bad things happened before. But no, this is all on me. I’m fucking up, and Bruce and India are having to deal with it.

“Sorry about all this,” I said.

“Why are you apologizing?” she asked, looking up from her phone.

“I know it’s been sort of a pain,” I said. “All the time this takes. And everything.”

She smiled.

“Have you ever heard of pig male N?” she asked.

“No,” I said, laughing at whatever it was she was saying, because it started with “pig.” “I don’t even know what that is.”

I still have no idea what she was asking me, or how to spell it or anything. I looked it up, tried a bunch of spellings. Nothing.

“Bruce and I were wondering something,” India said.

“Yeah?”

“How did you find that boy?”

“I got Mom’s nigh vision goggles, and I looked into the woods a few times, and saw these people there sometimes, hanging out or having sex once, and last night, it was just one boy, and it seemed like he was waiting for a girl, and so it just kind of . . . worked.”

She looked back down at her phone.

“How long has it been?” I asked, wishing I could see a clock.

“Three minutes.”

“Damn.”

She looked at me, looked back down.

“Today was good,” I said, mostly to make conversation.

“Did it help?”

I laughed a little. “What do you mean by help?”

“Did it relieve your sexual frustration?”

“I guess, yeah, if you want to put it that way.”

“How are you doing tonight?”

I thought about it. Of course I was frustrated. I was ovulating and it had been almost 10 hours since my last orgasm.

“I’ll probably masturbate at bedtime,” I said.

“Do you want relief now?” she asked. “Would that help?”

“While I’m tied to this thing?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, but . . .” I said, “doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?”

“I suggested it to Bruce,” she said. “He said—”

“Seriously? You talked to Bruce about this?”

“Yeah,” she said. “We’re both trying to keep you calm, and looking for things to try.”

I laughed, because she said “calm.” I’m just horny. It’s not like I’m running up and down the stairs and screaming.

“How much do you guys talk about me?”

“As much as we need to,” she said.

I have no idea what that meant.

“How would you do it?” I asked.

“I can just get behind you and masturbate you. I should be able to reach your clitoris.”

“I’m not sure it will work,” I said. “I’m really uncomfortable. But you’re welcome to try.”

She put her phone in her back pocket and walked behind me.

I arched my back to aim my hole up a little, and I felt her fingers at my lips, then at my clit, and she started circling it. I responded instantly, just moving my hips as much as I could, away from her finger and back toward it, and after I went back and forth a few times, she used my motions to time her circles.

“How is this?” she asked.

“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s making me forget how uncomfortable I am. So I’m sort of surprised Bruce said it’s okay.”

“We talked about it while you were at work,” she said. “He said no at first, but we both really want you to orgasm again tonight, and I was afraid you wouldn’t want to masturbate in Bunker’s cage.”

I laughed again. “I probably would have, though.”

“And you’re still tied,” she said. “So this won’t be the best orgasm you’ve ever had.”

“Okay,” I said. She was right, of course. What she was doing was nice, but it wasn’t sending me into sex fever or anything, and I wasn’t having any trouble talking. When I’m really into it, like probably any girl, I have to force out every word or it doesn’t sound like a human is talking. I guess she could tell, because I was having no reaction other than just moving my hips a little.

“Is there anything else I can do?”

“Try putting a finger up me.”

“Just your vagina?”

“Well,” I said, remembering how good India’s tongue felt in my anus at noon, “you can start there.”

“I can touch your anus,” she said, “but I can’t go back to your vagina after that.”

“Okay, just stay around the front, then.”

“Do you ever put anything up your rear hole?” she asked.

“No. I have some toys, but they’re both pussy-only. I don’t think they’d fit up my rear.”

“Do you think that would help, if I had something to put in you when I’m masturbating you on your stand?”

“It might,” I said. What I was thinking of course was that I hoped this never happened again. No more breaking rules, period.

“Do you want me to hold one of your breasts?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Try that.”

I tried to lift up a little, to make it easier for her, but the way she tied me made that impossible, so I just held still and she reached down, one finger moving from my clit to my pussy, one hand around my left tit, kind of like this game I played once where you had to put your hands and feet on certain places on this sheet of plastic or you lost. I played it nude once, and I was damn good at it because I didn’t care what position I was in or who I was rubbing against.

It all felt nice, and I appreciated how hard India was trying, but I was nowhere near an orgasm and was starting to get frustrated. India’s mouth might have gotten me there, but I needed more than fingers while I was tied to the thing Bruce made.

The door to the kitchen opened and Bruce walked down the stairs and walked up to us.

“Did you get her to orgasm?” he asked, which was kind of a dumb question. Would she still be rubbing me if she had?

“No,” I said. If he was going to talk about getting me off, he needed to talk to me about it.

“How close are you?” he asked.

“I don’t think it’s going to work,” I said. “Not while I’m tied.”

“If we can put something in her anus, it might help,” India said.

Fuck it. Let them talk about me like I wasn’t there.

“She needs to orgasm,” Bruce said.

“She thought she could in Bunker’s cage,” India said.

“I want to make sure it happens,” Bruce said. “Do you want to supervise her after she’s caged?”

India said nothing, just massaged my clit a little harder and a little faster, which didn’t help at all, so I quit rocking against her.

“You’ve got to have a something down here that would fit,” India said.

“Yeah,” Bruce said back, stepping behind me to watch India’s efforts. “But there’s nothing down here I’d want to put up her rectum.”

“Why not?”

“Nothing’s been washed.”

“You could wash it,” India said, and I could tell she really wanted this to succeed, I guess because she was trying to do her part to manage me. Or it was just a matter of pride, maybe.

Bruce went over to rummage through his things. I had no idea how much time had passed at this point, but everything was getting really frustrating. The fact I still had three swats to get through wasn’t making me any happier.

“I’ve got a few screwdrivers,” Bruce said.

“What are you gonna do with a screwdriver, Bruce?” India said. I could tell from her tone she was getting irritated too.

“I don’t know, the handles . . .”

India stopped everything she was doing – no fingers at my pussy, my breast just dropped – and went upstairs.

Bruce kept rummaging, but I knew India was going to get something upstairs.

“How much time has it been?’ I asked, trying not to sound too annoyed, even though it felt like I’d been tied to the stand for a day.

“14 minutes,” he said. I had no way to check his answer, so I just had to believe him. If I could catch him or India in a lie, though, would that reduce my points? It should.

“I’m probably going to go over,” I said. “Unless India can get me to orgasm in the next 60 seconds.”

“Probably,” Bruce said, giving up on looking for something and walking over to me so he could talk to me face to face. Or sort of face to face. I was bent over mostly, so it was a little hard to look at him.

“We could count the extra time off your next punishment,” he said.

“I’m hoping not to get punished again,” I said.

“We’ve been talking about doing preemptive punishment,” he said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Preemptive punishment.”

“I mean, can you spell it or something?”

“We’ll punish you before the fact.”

“This is getting more confusing.”

Bruce paused. I guess he forgot he was talking to me. I don’t get things the way India does. He breathed in and tried again.

“We think it would help you to get punished on a schedule, whether you’ve broken a specific rule or not.”

Now I understood. And it sounded like more weird lawyer stuff.

“That doesn’t sound fair,” I said.

“It seems like you keep forgetting rules, and all the consequences too,” Bruce said. “And then things like last night happen. And this morning.”

“That was just—” I argued back, but Bruce interrupted me.

“We think a regular reminder would keep you more alert about things.”

Alert.

That word again.

I heard the door upstairs open, and India’s feet coming down.

“I got one of mine,” she said to Bruce quietly, and now her tone wasn’t irritated, it was embarrassed. I don’t know what she was ashamed of, though. Am I the only one in the house who’s supposed to be sexual?

India stepped up behind me, and Bruce stepped back, leaning against the wall, like he needed to give her a lot of room for whatever she was about to do.

“I’m going to put this up your vagina first,” India said. “But just to wet it, so I can get it up your anus.”

“How big is it?”

India walked around, held a little toy up to my eyes. Light blue, thin enough to go up the pussy or ass, with a couple of little slide buttons on the side to make things happen.

“Do you want it on?” she asked.

“Sure.”

I was still a little wet, fortunately, so the toy went right up my front hole. She flipped it on after it was inserted, and I jerked a little, as much as I could with everything still tied.

It felt good. Anything being done there feels good, so I just tried to focus on the feeling and forget all the distractions – getting rubbed and squeezed without success before, being roped and leashed, and whatever preemptive thing Bruce was talking about.

I think India could sense it felt good, so she moved it around a little, the thing shaking in my pussy, tapping my walls and the place in front.

“Uh,” I said. “Yeah.”

I was right back in it. India knows what girls like. She proved that this morning.

“Ready to have it up your anus, Cheri?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Leave it on.”

She pulled it out of my front slot, pushed it up my rear.

Oh, for Christssakes.

“Ah, fuck!” I shouted.

It was a shout of joy, though, and fortunately, India understood. I’d never put anything back there, because I always bought things to fill my cunt and they wouldn’t fit behind, but now I knew what I was missing.

She held the toy up my anus with one hand, returned the other to my clitoris, and I could tell as soon as she made contact that everything was as full as it gets down there, my lips splayed open, my clit screaming.

“Ahhh!” I screamed. “Ahhh!”

I came as hard as I ever do, in probably less than a minute, hips rocking, body shaking, voice kind of going into animal mode, and a good jet of what I guess was female cum shooting out of my hole and onto India’s fingers and down my thighs and onto the floor with a wet splash or two. Being tied to a big wooden contraption didn’t take away at all from how good it felt.

India followed through, like she had in the morning, continuing to rub my clit and around my pussy hole until I was done groaning and my hips went still.

She turned off the vibe and pulled it out of my ass, went over to the sink to wash everything, but first she looked at Bruce.

“All yours,” she said to him.

“Thanks,” he said back.

He pulled my paddle off the nail, walked over to me, stood next to my rear, did the usual practice tap, quickly followed with the real thing.

“Ah, dammit!” I said.

Going from an orgasm where you shiver to a swat across your ass so hard your tits swing is unexpectedly strange and painful. I’m not sure if Bruce was popping me harder than usual, or cumming made my ass more tender, but I was not enjoying this part of my time in the basement.

At all.

“Can you reposition her, India?” Bruce said.

India stepped over to me, adjusted everything so my legs were together and my hands were spread wide, for the spank at the lowest part of my butt.

I felt India run her hand along the middle part of my rear where Bruce got me the first time, probably to make sure he saw where I was red. Then she stood back, I tried to angle up a little, he tapped me, and then came the loud pop and the sting, as bad as the first one.

“Ah! Damn!”

India came back, released me so I could spread my legs to the edges of the carpet, tied my hands together, and I was almost standing up straight now, and I curved my back a little, to make it easier for Bruce to get the top of my rear.

Practice tap, swing, loud “POP!” and I screamed again, just a quick “No! Goddam!”

Bruce hung up my paddle, India untied me, and I stretched and rubbed my wrists.

“How long was I on that thing?” I asked.

Bruce looked at his phone.

“Almost a half an hour,” he said.

“You said I could get some credit for some of that?”

“Yeah, 10 minutes,” he said.

India returned, holding the little toy she’d put in me, wiping her hands on a paper towel.

“Can you clean up your ejaculate?” she said.

I looked down where I had been standing, noticed the little puddle on the concrete where I’d squirted, got some paper towels, wetted them and cleaned up my mess.

I headed upstairs without saying anything else. I wasn’t upset, really, just didn’t want to talk anymore about Bruce’s idea of punishing me even when I hadn’t done anything wrong.

I went to the bathroom to wipe myself, but didn’t bother putting any clothes on, just went to the linen closet, where they keep extra sheets and blankets, to get Bunker’s cage ready for my first night of sleeping there. I pulled out a bunch of stuff and went into the bedroom where Bunker used to stay. His cage didn’t need much cleaning, there was just some dog fur in there, so I loaded up the cage with everything, including two pillows. I didn’t want to take anything off my bed for this, but I did get two stuffed animals from my room – a German shepherd and an angel fish I like because it’s soft.

It was close to 11 now, so I brushed my teeth and forced myself to pee one more time. I didn’t want to have to go in the cage, even if Bruce and India treated it like it was totally normal to go in a bucket.

India was waiting for me in the hall when I left the bathroom.

“Ready to get in?” she asked me.

“Yeah,” I said honestly. I was tired and I wanted to be alone. She followed me back to the cage and I climbed in, but I didn’t cover up yet, and Bruce walked in and closed the top of it. Sitting cross-legged, the top of the cage was just above my head, so I sat there and watched him put two padlocks on the top edge. Like one wasn’t enough to keep me from escaping and doing bad boy things in the woods.

I think it was the second padlock that annoyed me the most at this point, so I sat there and said nothing, staring at my knees and wanting them to go.

They just stood there, though, looking at me. Possibly they were feeling a little guilty, I don’t know. They didn’t look happy, or comfortable, when I glanced up at their faces. I thought about how this would look to someone else. A naked girl sitting in a cage while two people looked down at her.

Hey, let’s do a selfie, I thought to myself, but I didn’t say it out loud.

“Oh,” India said. “Didn’t you want a bucket?”

“No, I’ll make it to morning,” I said. “I tried not to drink that much at dinner, and I just peed again.”

“We’ll let you out a little after 6,” she said.

“Okay,” I said.

“Need anything else?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Can you get me some tissue?”

India looked at me sadly, like she thought I was planning to cry once I was alone.

“I’m just leaking a lot, because I’m ovulating,” I said, looking down at my hole and the little wet spot where it had been resting against the sheets.

India left, and Bruce picked right up where he’d left off before my paddling.

“We’d like to start doing preemptive punishment on Sunday nights, after dinner,” he said.

“I still don’t get it,” he said.

“You don’t have to get it,” he said. “This is going to be part of the rules.”

“What are you talking about doing?”

“Three swats on your stand,” Bruce said.

“You’re talking about maintenance?” India asked, returning with a handful of toilet paper.

“Maintenance?” I said. How many weird new words was I supposed to learn about this?

“Maintenance punishment,” India said. “Bruce and I think it would help.”

“Whatever,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about it or argue about it right then. They win. They always win. It’s their house. And now that I was sitting naked in a cage with my ass on fire while they looked down at me, arguing seemed like a huge waste of time.

I meant for my “whatever” to make it sound like I wasn’t quite agreeing yet, or at least didn’t like it, but it seemed like they were taking it as my official okay, because they turned to leave.

“Goodnight, Cheri,” India said. Now there was no guilt in her voice, no nothing. Maybe I should have at least pretended to cry.

They turned off the light, shut the door, and after my eyes adjusted to the light of the moon coming through the window, I got all my sheets and blankets in place and lay down.

I was able to stretch all the way out. It was surprisingly comfortable with all the sheets and blankets I’d brought in, and there was room to spread my legs when I was on my back, so I did that and masturbated again, just a quick release to remind myself that I could do this, I didn’t need India licking me or sticking something up my ass.

And then, because there were no other options for me, I closed my eyes and went to sleep, and slept surprisingly well and had some nice dreams about Benji, innocent stuff like going to dinner, but in a really interesting place, like on another planet maybe.

Bruce came in the next morning when it was still mostly dark to open the two padlocks and lift the cage’s cover.

He didn’t say anything and I didn’t feel like talking either, or moving much, because I never do first thing, so he left and I just sat up, looked out the window at the dawn sky, and thought about the day.

I took a shower, had breakfast with India, just made small talk, nothing about the day before and everything we’d done, which reminded that she wasn’t making love to me, and we weren’t lovers, she was just doing a chore with me that involved making me cum.

I went to class, swung by the condo to check on things, found a note on the door that talked about foreclosure and who to call to not get evicted, but the key still worked so I decided to bring Mom’s petunias home and maybe replant them in the greenhouse.

I went to work, had dinner with Marcia during break, helped close the store, came home about 10 and talked to Bruce and India in their room a little.

“Do you need help getting relief tonight?” Bruce asked me. He was sitting in one of their bedroom chairs with a book in his lap, and India was on the bed. I wondered what would happen if I said yes. Would India just strip and tell me to join her while Bruce went back to reading? Or strip and walk down the hall to my bed?

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’ll just masturbate in the cage.”

“Think you’ll be able to?” India asked, which made me wonder if she wanted to be with me again, even though she got no pleasure from it.

“I did last night,” I said. She kind of looked at me for a second, like she was surprised I could cum after everything she did to me on the stand, but I’m sure they both believed me, since this is not something I had any reason to lie about.

“What’s your schedule tomorrow?” India asked.

“Classes until 2, and I’m not on the schedule at Revenge, so I’ll probably be home before 3.”

“Would you like to partner when you get home?” India asked.

Partner? Is that what they were going to call it?

“Sure,” I said. If she wanted to rub or lick or put things in me, that would be less effort for me. Maybe I could use the energy I saved on that studying a little harder, or remembering to ask a customer if they wanted to throw a necklace in with their earrings.

“I can get in bed with you any time between 3 and 4:30,” India said.

“3 should work,” I said.

It’s probably close to 11 now, I’m done summarizing my day, so I’m about to undress and get Bruce to cage me. I’m hoping once I’m done ovulating, I can start sleeping in my bed again. We haven’t worked out all the details yet.

Tuesday, April 27

I got let out of my cage a little after six this morning, went to class, got home by 2:30 this afternoon, and went out the greenhouses to look for India. It’s cold again, so she was fully dressed, just moving some pots around and arranging some new bags of dirt Bruce bought. Mom’s petunias are out here too, and India promised we could repot those so they’ll have more room to grow. If Mom’s dead, these are the only living thing having to do with her. It’s kind of sad, so I try not to think about it.

“How was class?” she asked me.

“Kind of normal,” I said. “We’re all just getting ready for finals, turning in papers, whatever.”

“Didn’t you have a term paper due?”

“Yeah, I turned it in last week,” I said. “For biology. I’ve never done one of those before.”

“You’ve never been assigned a paper?”

“No, I’ve been assigned them, I just never did them.”

Admitting this now seemed kind of surprising to me. Sort of in the “what was I thinking?” variety of surprise.

India just smiled.

“Do you still have time to get together now?” I asked. It seemed like an embarrassing thing to ask, but I don’t think I was blushing. All this is sort of becoming business as usual here, I guess.

“Yeah,” India said, and she stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “Was what we did last time okay?”

“You mean, where you licked me?”

“Yeah. Just do that again?”

“Sure,” I said, following her out of the greenhouse. “But it doesn’t seem fair to you.”

“Why not?”

“Well, uh . . .” I started, sort of stammering. Wasn’t it obvious what I meant? “Well . . . you didn’t cum Sunday, just me.”

“Do you want me to cum?” India asked, stopping in the backyard to look at me, and she swept her black hair behind her ears.

“Only if you want to,” I said.

“While we’re partnering?” she said.

“It just seems more fair,” I said. “So I’m just making the offer. I don’t want to make you think I’m being selfish.”

India laughed. “My job is to get you to cum,” she said. “I can always take care of myself later.”

We walked into the house, and India washed her hands at the kitchen sink.

“But what did you have in mind?” she asked, looking out the window over the sink, at the greenhouses and the woods past the fence.

“I could just lick you,” I said. “If you don’t mind an amateur doing it.”

“Amateur?”

“Well, you’re better at it than me.”

“Let’s make sure you orgasm first,” India said. “If you have any energy left for me, we’ll see.”

We turned to head upstairs.

“How do you feel about kissing?” she asked, pausing at the first step.

I smelled her for the first time, standing and facing her. It was sweat I guess, like she hadn’t had a shower today, but it wasn’t a bad smell. Not like locker room sweat. Kind of like dirt. But fresh dirt. Maybe sort of like a dog smells. Like Bunker used to smell. Like home.

“Do you want to kiss?” I asked. “That would be fine. Maybe more normal in some ways.”

I turned to head up the stairs, and I grabbed the rail on my way up. Something about this conversation wasn’t normal. Talking to India about having sex with her was, when I think about it now, really strange. Not bad strange, though. It just made me feel, I don’t know, agitated.

Hot.

Violent.

I think India was going through some of the same thoughts, and she followed me up the stairs. I’m thinking now what I smelled on her had to do with me. Like, when we talked about sex, it made her release these chemicals or something.

When we got to the second floor, I took a few steps and turned.

She reached the top of the stairs, and she just stopped and looked at me. There was something in her eyes I’d never seen before. Something in her eyes I’d never seen before in any face. Not fear, exactly. I’m not sure. I looked up synonyms for fear tonight. Apprehension might work. Like, she wasn’t afraid of me, but she was afraid of what could happen with me. Anxiety is another good word, but I’m not sure it fits either.

The smell was stronger. It might have been me. Or both of us.

“Can you wait for me to shower?” she asked.

I’m bigger than India. Not just bigger tits, bigger ass, bigger whatever. I’m taller, by probably 4 inches. And I’ve got to outweigh her by 20 pounds at least.

And after talking about what we were going to do, I was thinking we should just go ahead and do it. I was ready. I was still ovulating, my frustrated pussy leaking all night, all morning in class. I didn’t want to wait for India to take a shower. I didn’t want to wait for anything.

“No,” I said, and I took a step toward her.

And I now have proof that I know how to read people’s faces. Even old people. India’s not really old, but she’s something like 40. That’s old for me. But at that moment, her sort of old face was telling me what she wanted.

So that’s what I gave her.

I stopped right before her, reached up my hand to the black hair where it dropped to her shoulder, touched it, sort of. She smiled, in sort of a confused way, but I knew what her smile really meant.

“No,” I said again, and I grabbed her hair, and used it to pull her over to the wall.

Last night, she tied me to Bruce’s stand, and she watched him beat me, and she put something up my cunt and then my ass and made me cum, and at this moment, I knew that that normal rules didn’t make sense any more.

She lost her balance a little just as I got her to the wall, and her elbow hit it, then her knee, and if Bruce had been home he probably would have run upstairs and told me to stop killing his girlfriend.

Bruce wasn’t here, though.

I was still holding her hair, a big black wad of it, my fist against the wall now, and I pushed against her with my whole body, my legs and hips and belly and tits, and I was crushing her almost, and I pulled her hair back so her mouth was forced up, and I kissed her, hard, teeth to teeth, lips to lips, and I stuck my tongue in her mouth and found her tongue and licked it.

She said she wanted to kiss. Okay, bitch, I was saying to myself, here’s your fucking kiss.

She could have pushed me away of course, or maybe even screamed or at least made some kind of “stop it Cheri” sounds, but as soon as we were kissing, she went limp, almost like she was going to faint, and she was making a soft sound with her throat.

She was happy. Her eyes said she was. Her mouth said she was.

I reached down to her breast, squeezed it hard, too hard, and she kind of groaned out. But still, she didn’t push me away. I slipped my hand under her sweatshirt, under her bra, squeezed again, found her nipple and pinched it, and she groaned again.

I felt her hand on my thigh, first outside my skirt, then under it, pulling it up, touching me, in between my legs, just beneath my panties, just beneath my crotch, and we were still kissing when she put her fingers against my front hole, just the thin white cloth of my underwear keeping her from reaching inside.

I pulled away, but only long enough to push her sweatshirt and her bra over her head. I dropped it on the floor, unbuttoned the top of my blouse while she worked on the bottom buttons, and we met in the middle and I slid that off, unhooked my bra from the front and let it fall, my tits just dropping out and swinging in front of her.

We did the rest of our undressing on our own. She bent, untied her shoes, pushed down her jeans and her black panties, and I kicked off my flats, unzipped my skirt, let that fall, pushed my panties down.

Facing each other naked now, I picked back up where I’d stopped to undress her. I grabbed her hair again, forced her against the wall, and I pushed my tits against hers and pushed forward with my hips, and I kissed her hard as her ass banged the wall with a quiet thud.

I was still holding her hair, but I pulled my mouth away to look at her.

For a second, I let myself wonder if this was a good idea. We’re always so polite with each other, so controlled. Even when Bruce is popping my ass and I’m crying because it hurts, we’re all just treating it like another thing that has to be done.

So I don’t know where this came from. I don’t know why I was doing this to India, why I’d take this risk.

What if she told Bruce I’d attacked her? I’d hurt her? What if she said I’d raped her?

With a chunk of her hair in my hand, I pulled her back and looked into her eyes. They were half closed. But her mouth was open. It was working. Her lips were moving. Her tongue was running along her teeth. She opened her eyes all the way when she saw I was looking at her, then they went half closed again.

That’s all I needed to know.

I kissed her again, hard, then I bent so I could lick her left tit, pull her nipple into my mouth, between my teeth, stroking it with my tongue.

And I could hear everything her mouth did, and I heard a little sigh, tiny, but really, really happy. It was like there was a little India somewhere inside the big India I had up against the wall, and little India was screaming with joy about everything that I was doing, but the scream had to travel a long way up from wherever little India was standing or lying or sitting, so you could barely hear it at big India’s mouth, and it sounded like a big, happy “AHHHH!” but from very far away.

I kissed her again and then I knelt down, in front of her, and she planted her ass and her back against the wall with another thump and spread her legs, because of course she wanted me to lick her pussy, no matter what she said before, and I went in, tongue all the way out, cupping her lips, licking her hair, cupping her lips again, then finding the little gap between them and working my tongue into it.

She pushed her cunt forward, opened her legs wider, and I pushed my tongue further back along the slit and found her door and worked my tongue into it, and now she was thrusting, gyrating, and little India was screaming from somewhere deep inside while big India just grunted above me, and I felt her clit brushing against my teeth and tasted the salty sweat of her pussy and knew this is where the smell had been coming from, just from her, from her hole, and I figured out then that she wanted me to make her orgasm, right now, so I kept sucking and biting and licking until big India – not little India anymore – started groaning, kind of rumbling in her throat, sort of “uhuhuhuh,” until she couldn’t stop it from happening, and her whole body just shook, especially her middle part, rocking and bobbing against my mouth and jaw, and then she gave one last cry, sort of a “UUUUUUUHHHH!” and she was done, limp against the wall, just breathing and standing there, legs still spread, pussy dripping.

I gave her a few more licks, just to kind of finish her, and then I stood. I didn’t grab her hair this time. I just looked at her, to make sure she was okay.

I’m not sure what I expected to find. India upset, or confused, or pissed. India feeling like she’d been attacked. India going downstairs to write down a new rule: “No raping India, 50 points.”

But no, it was none of that. It was just India again. Normal. Practical. With a chore to take care.

“Your bed?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I croaked.

While I walked down the hall, I looked down at my hair, at my wet, swollen lips sticking through it, at my hard pink nipples.

God, I was ready.

In my bedroom, I pulled down the sheets, climbed on, lay on my back, spread my legs and grabbed my knees, angled my hole up to India, who got onto the bed in the same position as yesterday, kneeling between my legs, hands by my ass, mouth at my cunt.

60 seconds.

60 seconds at most, from the time her tongue first touched my clit to me crying out and squirting through one of those orgasms I think a heart attack must feel like, because you’re not sure you’re going to make it through.

I was done, just like her. Done. And it was my turn to collapse. I put my wrist against my forehead, stared at the ceiling. India was still working me a little, just the same light post-orgasm strokes with her tongue I’d given her, maybe as polite follow-through, or maybe to clean off some of the juice that was pouring out of my slit so it wouldn’t wet the sheets and stain their mattress.

Finished finally, she slid off the bed, stood next to it, looked down at me.

“Meet me in the kitchen at 4:30 to start on dinner?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, rolling over to look out the window.

Over dinner tonight, it was all practical, and there were more rules to talk about. Nothing about no rape though, fortunately.

“How was the cage last night?” Bruce asked me.

“It’s been actually sort of okay,” I said. “More comfortable than I expected.”

“You’re able to masturbate in it?”

“Yeah, that’s not a problem at all.”

“And India tells me you had a session with her?”

“Yeah, this afternoon,” I said, deciding Bruce wasn’t looking for a description of our time together.

“I’m thinking about alternatives to the cage,” Bruce said.

“Oh yeah?”

I took a bite of India’s fried chicken, which is really good, and looked at him.

“I could chain you, and you could sleep in your bed during ovulation.”

“Chain me?”

“Just at your middle,” India said.

“I can have chains made that wrap around your waist and meet at the vulva,” Bruce said.

“You can still masturbate,” India said. “You just can’t be penetrated.”

“Maybe,” I said, hoping they’d drop it and suspecting they wouldn’t. The cage was fine. Wearing some kind of chastity thing wasn’t fine.

After dinner, I helped India clean up, then I came upstairs to write about this and study for finals. Good chance I’m going to pass everything. Maybe with decent grades.

Bruce went down to the basement to work on a project, and India knocked on my door.

“Hey,” she said when I opened it.

“Hey,” I said, not sure who I was talking to. Nude India in the greenhouses? Discipline India in the basement? Practical India who was Bruce’s girlfriend? Vagina licking India between my legs? Or whatever it was India became at the top of the stairs today? Victim India? Abused India? Raped India?

“Today was okay,” she said.

I laughed, because I thought at first she was saying it was okay instead of great or nice or awesome. Just okay.

“No,” she said, “I mean, it was okay what you did.”

“Okay.”

“No one’s ever done anything like that to me before.”

“I just didn’t want you to take a shower,” I said, making up the lamest excuse ever for something.

“You have a way of communicating,” India said, looking right into my eyes.

“What do you mean?”

“I trust you,” she said. “Something in your face that tells me it’s okay. You can do things to me. You open me up.”

I looked away, because this was a new concept and it was super-deep and I needed to think about it. I can read people’s faces. I’ve established that. But is my face easier to read too? Does being able to know someone by looking at their face make it easier for people to look at my face and know things about me?

“You okay?” India asked me.

“Yeah, I’m good. Just had to think about that.”

“What you got going on the rest of the week?” she asked.

“Trying to wrap up classes, doing 20 hours at the store. Oh, and my hearing’s Thursday afternoon.”

“Hearing?”

“For when I got arrested.”

“Are you worried?”

“No, Bruce walked me through it. I think I’ll be fine. Just plead guilty and pay a fine and whatever.”

“Are you still ovulating?”

“Yes.”

“Bruce probably won’t be able to get that chain for a few weeks, so he wants you in Bunker’s cage the next few nights.”

“Okay,” I said. “So he’s serious about that chain thing?”

“Yeah. Actually, I suggested it.”

“Why?”

“I worry about if you wake up and need to pee. I’ve almost gotten up to let you out in the middle of the night.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. I can hold it.”

“I’d feel better if you had a bucket.”

“If I pee and go back to sleep and kick it over, I’ll feel worse.”


Wednesday, April 28

Normal day until I went to the bank between class and work.

I’m writing this in a hurry because it’s late, and Bruce and India are waiting for me to get undressed so they can cage me and go to bed.

The bank key that Mom left has been bothering me. Somewhere in Poughkeepsie, I have always known, there’s a drawer in a bank vault where that key would fit.

I went to my bank to get out some cash before work, and I went inside so I could ask someone if they had any idea what bank in town had keys like that.

So, this teller hands me my money, and I pull the key out of my purse and hold it up, and I’m about to ask if she has any idea.

“It’s open,” she said.

“Okay,” I said back, because I had no idea what she meant, but I didn’t want to say something clueless and get kicked out like they kicked me out of Mom’s bank.

She looked to her right, and I followed her gaze and saw one of those giant vault doors.

“I don’t think anyone’s in there right now, if you want privacy.”

“Okay,” I said again, getting her meaning.

I put the cash into my purse and headed to the vault. This woman was sitting next to the door of the vault, but she just looked at me, so I went in.

There was a long number on my key. The last four digits were 6548. There was a box with the same four digits. I walked up, stuck in the key.

The box opened.

I stopped, waiting for an alarm, or a bunch of spies to come and attack me.

Nothing. I pulled the drawer out. I was shaking.

1,000 Euros. 1,200 pounds. Other money, banded together. I counted some of it, put it back in.

Two passports. Mom’s real one, with her picture on it, and a fake one, for “Sallie Lipton,” but with another picture of her.

And a notebook, with addresses and notes and dates and things listed under each date.

I left the money, since it’s Mom’s, but took the passports and the notebook and went to work and tried to pay attention to my customers. When the store was quiet, I was staring off, though, because I was kind of upset. Karen asked me if I was okay once, I just told her studying for exams had me kind of burned out.

I looked at the notebook when I got home.

Under each date was a country name, just the two initials, and then other initials, and then a word or two like “electrocuted” or “suicide” or “fumes.” And then my name. My fucking name. “Cherise.” Just like that.

We went to Schwanntag outside Hamburg when I was 16. I remember because I got a stomach bug halfway through the trip and Mom kind of freaked out but she found some really weird German lady babysitter who spent the afternoon with me and spoke no English and just sat and looked pissed off while Mom ran errands.

It was September, Labor Day weekend. We traveled for just three days. Here’s what the entry said:

DE – That’s for Germany

9/2

X H

Med Mixup

Cherise

Here’s what you find when you search Schwanntag and that date: A Chinese woman name Xui Huwai died in her hotel room, from taking the wrong prescription. It got covered in the news some because she was high up in this communications company that’s owned by the Chinese government and has been accused of spying on America and supporting terrorists to create unrest in some desert country I’ve never heard of, and it’s too complicated to get into but the main fact is this: Mom fucking killed this lady. And she took me on the fucking trip.

Fuck.

Thursday, April 29

Everything happens for a reason after all.

I got reminded of that when I went to my hearing today.

I had to sit there for like two hours while a bunch of other people went first and got yelled at by the judge, or some got sympathy. She wanted you to be sorry about things, and if you made excuses, that didn’t help at all. I picked that right up, because it’s sort of like Bruce.

She was nice though. I could see that in her face, and she’d talk to people and ask about their lives and sort of counsel them if they were being apologetic, like she was trying to improve people and not just have them pay a fine and leave.

“Cherise Sylvania?”

I stood up and walked to the front of the courtroom.

“You face one charge of underage drinking, how do you plead?”

“Guilty, your honor.”

“Have you learned your lesson?”

“I totally have,” I said. “Jail was terrible. They were really mean to me.”

“Mean?”

“They made me sleep without any clothes on, and I was chained up.”

“Have you filed a complaint?”

“No, your honor, I think I deserved it.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

“Well . . . they decided I was delusional, so they put me in this room where—”

“Why did they decide that?”

“Because my mom’s a spy.”

“A spy?”

“Yes, Your Honor, my mom’s a spy. So I told them that, and—”

“Why did you tell them that?”

“I don’t know. I was scared, I guess, and—”

“Your mother told you she’s a spy?”

“No, your honor.”

“How do you know then?”

“A lot of little things that sort of added up, and—”

“The Ecuadump?”

“The Ecuadump, your honor?”

“Yes, that list that came out last year.”

“Could you please spell that?”

“E-C-U-A-D-U-M-P.”

“It’s a list of spies?”

“Supposedly. You never know. So tell me about drinking.”

“I’m trying to stop,” I said. “And not drink and drive ever. I’ve just had some challenges in my life lately. My mom’s missing, but I’m doing well in school, and I’m getting more hours at my job, and these people I’m living with are really strict and they’re trying to help me grow up, and—”

“50,” she said, “pay at the window.”

“50, your honor?”

She banged her gavel. I didn’t think judges really banged their gavels like that.

“Time served and a fine of 50 dollars cash. Pay at the window.”

“Thanks, your honor.”

She nodded at me, a new person’s name got called, and I went into the hall and paid and went to Bruce’s since I wasn’t on the schedule at Revenge this afternoon and got on my laptop and looked up Ecuadump.

It turns out there was this huge hack of all this spy information they got from some US spying group, and it was put first on a server in Ecuador so they named it after that, but now you can go to 100 places to download the spreadsheet, and I did that and it was sort of confusing, like Mom’s notebook, but I just looked through it over and over and noticed after awhile they listed city names.

There are two spies in Poughkeepsie. No address. Just Poughkeepsie.

They didn’t give the full names of any spies. Just initials.

Here are the initials for Poughkeepsie. DS. That’s for Doris Skelter. And SL. For Sallie Lipton. Mom’s other passport name. They think there are two spies in Poughkeepsie. I might be the only one in the world who knows it’s the same person.

I’m not telling anyone, though. Not even Bruce and India.

Sunday, May 2

We went over a concept a few weeks ago in world lit called surreal. That’s where things are so weird you can’t say weird anymore. Weirder than weird, I guess.

A guy did this painting once with clocks made out plastic or something, and they melted over stuff but still kept the right time.

Surreal.

Yesterday in my life: Also surreal.

Yesterday at work was normal enough, until 6. That’s when Benji showed up.

Benji.

No email, no message, he just walked into the store, with his bowl cut and the way he smiles, and I practically fainted. Literally, my heart was going crazy, as soon as I saw him, even though I was trying to ring out a customer right then.

He talked to Amy, and she just treated him like any other customer, because she had no idea who he was, sort of waving him into the store to look at whatever he was interested in. The assumption with guys is they’re either shopping for a girlfriend, in which case they’ll just grab the first thing that looks nice and she’ll do an exchange later, or they’re cross-dressers and you can’t help them at all because they’re not trying to make a fashion statement any of us would understand.

If friends and family show up, it’s cool to walk up and say a few quick words, and of course help them buy something if they want, but not to stop and talk to them for a long time, or do a major hug, or pull their pants down and stroke their cocks until they’re sticking out, kind of pointing down the way Benji’s cock does, and then getting on your knees and licking and sucking to get them all the way stiff, and then making them lie on their backs and pulling your panties off, or just pulling them to the side so you’re not officially undressing, and then getting over them and taking their whole beautiful penis up your vagina and just grinding and grinding until you both cum, right there in the store where someone could totally see it happening if they were shopping in that area.

I didn’t do any of that.

I bagged the stuff my customer bought, closed out the sale on the register, made sure there weren’t any other customers looking for help, and then and only then did I walk up to Benji.

He noticed me coming over, turned, just stared at me but didn’t try to do a big hugging scene with his arms wide, because he probably knows about normal workplace rules.

“Hey,” I said, forgetting about everything but Benji, everything I’d done, everything about Mom, the two people I’d had sex with since our last night together, one in the woods whose name I didn’t know, the other India, and all the challenges of living with Bruce and India.

“Hey,” he said. He seemed open to kissing, probably fucking too, but he was letting me set the tone of the conversation, and I wasn’t going there.

“Whatcha doing here?” I asked.

“Just here for the day, thought I’d swing by.”

“Why are you here for the day?”

“Measured for cap and gown, some stuff at home with Mom and Dad, checking in with little my brother.”

“You owe me an email.”

“Yeah, sorry,” he said. “How’ve you been?”

“Lonely,” I said, and it was true, because getting fucked in the woods by a complete stranger, while it takes care of some things, does not erase loneliness.

“I’ll be back in a week or so,” he said.

“Does that mean you’re taking me out then?”

“If you’ll let me.”

“Did you get a job here?”

“No.”

“Did you get a job anywhere?”

“Not yet,” he said. “Did you find your mom?”

“No,” I said, deciding just to leave it at that.

I looked over Benji’s shoulder. Two people had walked in. A weird couple. Amy was talking to them.

“How are things with Bruce and India?” he asked.

“Fine. They’re still strict. But I’m . . . improving, I feel like.”

That was true too. My grades were good. I was almost always on time to class. I was working more. I was figuring out how to get my chores done in the midst of everything else. Yes, there’d been a lapse or two, but overall, I was doing well.

“Will you let me take you out again?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah.”

Then he broke the rules. He leaned over and kissed me on my cheek, super quick and I don’t think anyone noticed.

“Bye,” he said.

“Bye.”

“See you soon.”

“Yeah.”

And that was that. He turned and left. He looked back from the hallway. I was still staring at him. Our eyes met, he smiled, and he was gone.

The weird couple had made it past Amy, and now they were just standing there. Just standing there, staring at me.

I looked up at them, and my first thought was maybe they thought only I could help them with some sort of fashion thing, but when the woman smiled at me in a fakey-friendly sort of way, I started shaking. Hands trembling. I didn’t know why at first.

I walked over.

“Hello, what can I help you with?” I asked.

“Cherise Sylvania?”

“Yes.”

“Have you heard from your mother recently?”

My mouth went dry, and my shaking got worse. So bad I was having trouble making words.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Colleagues.”

“Oh, I bet,” I said.

Sarcasm was not easy with my mouth dry and body vibrating the way it was, but I did a pretty good job at that moment.

“What do you mean by that?” the woman asked, and her face turned into a total Mom face, and so did they guy’s.

Spies.

Fuck.

Were they the people from the car, who followed me to the condo that time?

Maybe.

“Why are you talking to me?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you just be spying on me?”

I thought I had them then. I thought they were both going to run out of the store.

No.

The guy looks at me.

“Did your mother have two jobs?” he asked.

“What?”

Yeah, that question was totally out of left field.

This time, the woman spoke. But it was the same weird question.

“Did your mother have two jobs?”

Mom said not to tell anyone anything. Anyone.

But she didn’t say to not ask questions.

Why were they both interrogating me, though? Did they know it bothered me when Bruce and India did that? Probably not.

“If you’re her, um, colleagues,” I said, “shouldn’t you know if she had two jobs?”

“We know about one job,” the woman said.

“Which one of you stole our trash?” I asked. That’s where my head went. That still bothered me.

“Sorry,” the man said. His face didn’t look sorry.

“Did you like the present I left you that one time?”

“No.”

“You kept coming back,” I said, because the guy looked sad when he said “No,” which boosted my confidence about winning this conversation, nervous as I was. I reached up and grabbed my hair. “I put hair on everything, and it got moved.”

“We’re trying to help your mother,” the woman said.

“Is she still alive?” I managed to choke out.

That’s when they turned around and left. Possibly my question told them something, which I thought about later. Asking them if Mom is still alive tells them I didn’t know. Maybe that’s all they wanted to know, and why they left right after.

I was shaking too bad to follow them, or to do anything logical if I chased them out of the mall and saw them getting into their spy van, so I just watched them leave the store. I might have started crying from being so upset if Amy hadn’t put her hand on my shoulder right then.

“Who the hell was that, Cherise?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Some people who know my mom.”

“Were they with that guy?”

“What guy?”

“The guy you were talking to before.”

“Oh, no. That was Benji.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Sorta.”

“They seemed weird.”

“They were. I told them I didn’t know anything, and they left.”

I got home about 8 tonight. Since before New Year’s, I haven’t known who Mom is. Now I’m not sure who I am anymore.

The rule is I get three spanks every Sunday, if I haven’t done anything wrong. More if I have.

I don’t have to sleep in that cage anymore, since I’m way past ovulation, and I’m not having to do things with India anymore, unless I ask for it. We’ve done a few things in the afternoon when I wasn’t working, but nothing like that whole session at the top of the stairs. I do grab her hair a little, though, and she’s cumming with me now, almost every time. She’ll lick first, then I’ll lick, or we’ll both lick each other, and we’re both pretty good at getting the other one to finish. It’s nice, possibly a slight cure for loneliness, so I’ve asked for it Thursday and yesterday. It’s up to me when it happens.

But the weekly swats are non-negotiable, starting tonight.

I got home, found that India had left a plate in the fridge for me, so I warmed it up, ate by myself in the kitchen while they did some stuff in the greenhouses, and then I came up here to write everything down that happened.

A little after 9, I heard Bruce and India in their room, so I took off everything and went down the hall.

They looked sort of surprised to see me, but at this point, a rule’s a rule, and I wanted to get it over with and get the rest of my notes down while they were still fresh.

Just me and India went down to the basement at first, and I put on Bunker’s old collar and went to the stand, and she collared my thighs and tied my legs and ankles to the stand with my legs spread, but she wanted to wait for Bruce to get down to tie my wrists and leash me so I wouldn’t have to wait bent over, which was nice of her.

While we waited, she leaned against the wall in her usual place and looked at me.

“You’re changing,” she said.

“How?”

“I’m not sure. You seem—”

“Good or bad?”

“Good. Mostly.”

“More alert?” I asked.

“That’s one way to put it.”

“But you said mostly good, not all good. What’s bad about it?”

“Maybe nothing. But you’re keeping some things from us.”

“It shows?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s about Mom,” I said.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” I said.

Maybe she would have pushed it, but Bruce arrived, walking down the steps, and she put the leash on me and I bent over so she could tie my hands.

Bruce took my paddle off the wall, stepped next to me.

He never said anything, just did his usual practice tap, and then I tensed up, and he swung and the paddle popped the highest part of my rear good and loud, and I yelled my usual “Ow! Goddam!”

India adjusted me, hands and legs both spread, and she didn’t touch my rear this time, because it was probably pretty obvious to Bruce where my first swat had landed, and he practiced and then I got my second spank.

“Fuck!” I said, just to add variety I guess.

More adjustment. Legs together, hands at the far ends of the board, leash short, totally bent over, totally uncomfortable.

Then, practice tap at the bottom of my ass, then the “POP!” and my scream.

“Goodnight, Cherise,” Bruce said, and he hung my paddle back up and headed upstairs, while India untied me and took off the leash.

As soon as she was done letting me go, though, she approached me, and I stepped back from the stand and faced her, naked, my pussy lips as full and pink as they always get for spankings, and she reached down to them and I spread my legs for her so she could part my lips and put a finger in.

“You’re wet,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Do you want relief tonight?”

“Sure.”

We went upstairs, and India went into her bedroom to undress and probably tell Bruce she’d be taking care of me, and I went into my room to wait and sit at my laptop but not type and try to figure out who I am now. That didn’t last that long, though, because I left my door open and India showed up nude after a few seconds, and I noticed she was letting her pubic hair grow, short and black.

I stood up and she closed the door.

“What are you working on?” she asked me.

“I’m keeping a diary, sort of, and I write down everything.”

She raised her eyebrows, like she was worried, so I smiled.

“Nothing bad, though,” I said, which wasn’t completely true.

“How do you want to do it?” she asked.

“Just lick each other like usual?” I suggested.

“Yeah,” she said, but she walked up to me until our tits were touching and looked up at me and I kissed her, hard, open-mouthed.

Would Bruce be jealous of kissing? Is that why she closes the door? Does he care what we do?

After we kissed for a few minutes, I pulled away and got on the bed, and she got over me and dropped her pussy to my mouth, and I spread my legs and she put her mouth on my pussy too, and we worked at each other that way, and I was practically drinking from her because so much juice was coming out, and then she arched a little and leaned forward, and I guessed she wanted me to lick her asshole, and that was fine, because she’s done it for me and I like it, so I licked her opening and then put my tongue inside her, then back to her cunt, and she came first, just kind of crying out a little, and after she was done with her orgasm she put her tongue against my anus, then my vaginal hole and my lips and my clitoris, and I came, grunting really hard, and afterwards, she turned back around and kissed me, so I could taste my cunt on her lips and she could taste her girl parts on me too.

We kissed for maybe a minute, then she got up and left, and now I’m writing about that and trying to figure out again what I am.

I’m not sure slacker sums it up anymore.

I talked to spies tonight.

Benji came to see me without any expectation of sex.

I think I’m gonna pass all my classes.

And after everything I learned about Mom in the last few days, I’m seeing it as all weird, useless information, and I still have no way to help her, and any time I think about that too much, I just want to scream, because it’s so frustrating.

It’s practically midnight now. I’m too agitated to go to sleep, so here’s my latest discipline contract, which has been posted in the kitchen for a few days now:

	Home by curfew or one minute to one hour late, 1 point; 1 hours to 2 hours late, 5 points, over 2 hours late, 10 points, over three hours late 20 points, over four hours (including not coming home until the next morning) 30 points 
	No drinking except what’s approved by Bruce or India, only at home, 5 points per drink for any alcohol 
	No driving after drinking, 10 points 
	No unprotected sex with boys I don’t know, 3 points per boy 
	No unprotected sex with boys in the woods or other unusual places, 5 points per sex act 
	Not doing at least 7 hours of chores per week, 1 point for every hour missed 
	Leaving less than 45 minutes before class starts, 1 point 
	Final grade of D or F, 10 points 
	Any D or F on any assignment, 1 point 
	Getting arrested on a justified charge, 30 points 
	Lying, 5 points per lie, even if I keep telling the same lie 


Point Reductions:

	One hour of additional chores, 1 point 
	Loss of cell phone for two hours, 1 point 
	Grounded Friday or Saturday night, 5 points 
	Paddling, 5 points per swat 
	Tied to stand 15 minutes, 5 points 


Other Rules:

	No matter what, three maintenance swats every Sunday night 
	For 10 days around ovulation, sleep in a cage, or with a chain or belt over my hole 


Saturday, May 15

I was finally repotting Mom’s petunias this afternoon, and I pulled out the old plant and the old dirt from one of the pots and found a piece of paper wrapped in plastic, all folded up, and I could feel a piece of metal inside it.

I yelled loud enough that India heard me, working at the other end of the greenhouse on the first little vegetable shoots.

“You okay, Cheri?” she asked, and she stood up. We were both nude there, since it was too hot to wear anything, and it’s nice to do chores naked when we’re planning to have sex afterwards.

“I’m good, touched a worm,” I lied. I’m not supposed to lie, but I just felt like I should, until I had a chance to see what it was. The rules are different about Mom. My discipline contract doesn’t say that, but it should.

I brushed off the dirt and stuck it in the pocket of my shorts, which were hanging up on a hook near the spigot, and I got back to work, putting all Mom’s flowers into bigger pots with better soil.

The condo’s officially gone, now. I swung by Thursday. The locks have been changed, no getting into the garage, and there’s a note on the door that started with “NOTICE OF FORECLOSURE,” and said a bunch of boring stuff after that I didn’t read.

India walked over to me, wearing nothing but gloves.

“Where’s the worm?” she asked. “You didn’t kill it, did you?”

Lie more, I told myself.

“It was right here,” I said, picking at the dirt in the pot. “At least, I thought it was a worm. Maybe it wasn’t.”

“Was it a common red or a field crawler?”

“I’m not sure, I thought there was only one kind of worm.”

She peered into the dirt, gave up looking, walked to the spigot to wash her hands.

Then she turned to me.

“Straight to bed, or showers first?” she asked.

“Do you mind doing bed first?” I replied. “I don’t feel that dirty, and I like the way you taste after you’ve worked out here.”

She looked at me, smiled. “I hope you’re not trying to be polite,” she said.

“No,” I said. “It’s true.”

We cleaned up a little, grabbed our clothes but didn’t bother getting dressed, went inside, and India yelled down to Bruce in the basement that we were going upstairs to have sex.

I heard his voice say “Okay,” then some power tool roared again. Probably a saw.

We went straight to my room and, since Bruce was downstairs and couldn’t hear us, I grabbed India’s hair and forced her onto my bed, jumping on after her and just kissing and hugging, almost biting, and I didn’t let go of her hair for the first part of it, because she likes being held that way, I’ve decided. She likes a little force, and I don’t think she gets that from Bruce.

I didn’t let go of her hair until we were done kissing, and I opened my hand and we both looked at five long strands of black hair between my fingers, and she smiled, and then we took turns sucking each other’s nipples, lying side by side on the bed, and squeezing each other’s breasts, and after that we kissed some more and I reached down to stroke her pussy lips, and the raised one leg and kind of groaned, and I put my fingers inside her and felt how wet she was. She really puts out a lot of juice.

We finished like usual, turned around, her on top, me below, each of us licking the other’s pussy until we both came, taking turns squirting onto my poor sheets. It seems like more comes out of her during her orgasm every time we’re together, which I guess means she’s enjoying it more and more.

There were two wet spots on my bed by the time we were done, and we did a little after-sex kissing, then she got up, sat at the edge of the bed and turned back to me.

“What time is Benji getting here?”

“5:30,” I said.

“Where are you going?”

“Frangen. We have a thing for small towns now. I picked this one out. And I’m taking him to dinner, to celebrate his graduation. And then we’re coming back here, and he says he can spend the night if it’s okay with you and Bruce.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “Do you still think he’s going away?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “His interviews are going well, though. He’s going to fly to Washington next week for a third one with one company.”

“But do you think he’s going to leave you?”

“I’m not thinking about that as much,” I said, with a little surprise. “I don’t feel as dumb as I used to.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I didn’t fail all my classes this time.”

“You got two A’s and two B’s. That’s not even close to failing.”

“Easy subjects,” I said, which was another lie. One of my B’s was in math. Basic math. But math.

“What are you doing differently?” she asked.

“Everything,” I said.

“Why?”

I knew what she was getting at. She and Bruce both wanted to believe they deserved some credit for my improvement. They hadn’t said it, but I’ve known they were thinking it.

Maybe it was them. Maybe it was my discipline contract, which was them of course too, plus me. Maybe it was getting arrested. Maybe it was burning off my frustration every second or third day with India, so I could concentrate on school and work and chores.

She asked me this morning if I wanted to skip my time with her this afternoon, since I’m going out with Benji tonight, but I see it as two different things. Cumming with India does not reduce my ability to cum with Benji.

One’s just to keep me from getting frustrated. The other’s . . . Benji.

I took a shower, then I unwrapped that key I found. It was a normal door key folded up inside the paper, which was mostly blank except for a number: 217.

No idea what it’s for. I wrapped the key back up and put it in my desk drawer.

Benji’s supposed to get here at 5:30. I’m going to put on makeup now so I might actually be ready for him when he arrives.

Monday, May 24

I am a slacker. Or at least, I’m pretending to be one, because I’m not sure that’s true anymore.

I am someone’s girlfriend. That’s official now. Benji and me.

I am a daughter. Or an orphan, maybe.

I am weird now. I can see it in my face, when I look in the mirror to put on my makeup.

I am a spy.

This afternoon, I leave for Morocco. Bruce and India don’t know. Benji doesn’t know. No one knows.

Not even the airline knows. I’m going as Mom. I look enough like her passport picture that no one should suspect. I’m not Cherise Sylvania anymore. I’m Doris Skelter.

I’m not sure I’m ever coming back. Mom and me might end up in the same grave. But I think she wants me to save her. Or try. Or die trying.

That’s weird. But I understand her weirdness now.

Most of it.

I took another look at Mom’s notebook from the bank last week, just trying to figure it out. I couldn’t find any news about most of the dates in there, other than that Chinese woman. A lot of people die every day. Who knows which ones Mom killed?

So I looked at the addresses. One was 217 Rue Jamal, Marrakesh. Mom made a big box around it, like it was important, but something else about it bothered me. I thought I had seen that number, 217 somewhere. I thought about it for a few days, remembered that I saw it on the piece of paper that the key was wrapped up in: 217, in Mom’s handwriting.

I’ve found the house online. A normal house, one story, in a decent part of the city.

I have to get there.

It’s been 5 months since she went away. I’m not optimistic anything good will happen from this. And I’d have all the excuse I’d need to do nothing. I thought about that at first. Do nothing. And if Mom came back in a year, or 5 years, or 10 while she waited for me in some really shitty situation, I could just say “Yeah, I found your notebook. And a key. But, you know.” So it took me a few minutes of thinking that way to realize it wasn’t really an option. I’m going to Morocco.

I leave tonight. Bruce is at his office today, and I put my suitcase in the car when India was taking a shower. They think I’ll be going to work this afternoon, but I’ve I called Karen to let her know I’ve got a serious family emergency and might not be around for a while. I wrote a note to Bruce and India, and I’ll just leave it on my desk: “Dear Bruce and India. I’m going to really miss curfew this time! I have to go find Mom. I’m leaving the country. That’s all I can say. Thanks for everything, I’ll call or text or email when I can.”

I’ll probably email Benji from the airport, if I have time. I’m trying not to think about never seeing him again.

I’m sort of going crazy right now, waiting to leave, but if I leave now and India finds my note too soon, they might go to the airport and try to find me. So I’m just writing down anything that comes to my mind.

Am I still a slacker?

I’m not positive yet, but I haven’t broken any rules for weeks.

I’m still doing the weekly swats, though, with no protest, last Sunday afternoon, and yesterday.

I strip, let them know I’m ready, we go downstairs, India ties me and Bruce swings my paddle three times, and I jerk as much as I can on the stand, and my tits bounce against my ribs, and I cuss or say something rude because it helps, and India unties me and we all go upstairs.

And now that I’m in the midst of ovulation, they’re making sure I can’t get into trouble again.

My 10 days of I guess what you could call sexual control started four nights ago, on Thursday, which was the day I was supposed to start ovulating, but it didn’t come until Friday.

Anyway, we’ve gone back and forth on what I could do as an alternative to caging, and we settled on something Bruce found online, at a store of kinky stuff. I don’t consider any of this kinky, though.

It arrived in the mail last Thursday, and we agreed to meet in the basement after dinner to see how it works. We all think of the basement as the place where they keep me in line. That and Bunker’s old room.

I went downstairs in the nude that night, and Bruce brought down the package and opened it up. It was very simple, just a locking leather belt with four chains that met in the middle.

Bruce handed it to me while India looked on, and I stepped through it, pulled it up and buckled it. We measured me before Bruce ordered it, so it was a pretty good fit, and the four chains did what they were supposed to. Two run from either side of my muff, and two run from the back on either side of my ass, and they all meet at a little ring right over my pussy.

The ring’s pretty small, but there are probably some guys who could get their dicks through it and into me, so the inside of the ring has these little spikes set into it, which would make any guy brave or desperate enough to try it probably cry after a few thrusts.

I buckled it, and Bruce put a key in a little slot in the front to lock it on.

“How does it feel?” India asked.

“Not as bad as I expected.”

She walked up to me and knelt, and I turned to her and spread my legs so she could get a look at the fit. I guess this was her job only, since it involved getting a really close look at my vagina, and probably she and Bruce agreed this should be something only she does.

“Can you lie on your back?” she asked.

I went to the carpet where I put my feet to be paddled, lay down, and India crouched between my legs.

I knew what she wanted to see, so I spread my legs in all the ways I hold them to get fucked: flat on the floor first, then up with my knees high, then all the way up with my feet toward the ceiling.

The little spiky ring stayed where it needed to, pretty much over my hole no matter what I did.

“Now on your hands and knees,” she said.

I got in position and she looked at me that way, and the ring was still covering my slot.

“Her anus is exposed,” she told Bruce.

“I don’t do anal,” I said, and sort of laughed. “With a guy at least. And even if I did, what guy that I would find in the woods is going to want an asshole with a bunch of chains around it?”

“It’s fine,” Bruce said, agreeing with me.

India nodded.

“How do you think it will be to pee in?” she asked.

“Messy,” I said, reaching down to check. “But I can probably position the ring a little to get my stream through, and I can wipe everything off afterwards.”

“Last question,” India said, “can you masturbate comfortably with it on?”

I was still on my hands and knees, which is never a position I use to get pleasure, but I reached between my legs, got to my clitoris without any trouble, got in a few strokes, then dropped down on my back to get in my normal masturbation positions, which are the same as my sex positions, and I had no problem reaching and stroking myself whether my legs were flat or raised.

“It’s fine,” I said.

“You’re not that engorged,” India said.

This is one of the many reasons I don’t consider India a lover. No lover, boy or girl, would ever say that about their girlfriend’s pussy. She was right, though. Would it feel different if everything was swelled up the way it gets when I’m really turned on? Or getting spanked?

I stayed on my back, went ahead and rubbed myself for a few minutes to get everything warmed up and swollen.

My clit was fine, rising up by itself without anything to bother it, but my lips were up against that chain and ring.

“I can feel it,” I said, which was probably obvious to India since she was still right there, watching what I was doing. “And those little spikes in the ring are poking into my labia.”

I moved things around a little, the chains and ring first, then my lips under it.

“I can adjust everything, though,” I said. “It’ll take a little more effort, but I don’t think masturbation’s going to be a problem.

“You won’t be able to insert anything,” India said. “Will that bother you?”

“I don’t have to every time,” I said. “A lot of the time, I don’t use anything.”

“Okay,” India said. I guess all her questions were answered, and she stood up, so I sat up and put my arms on my knees.

“Cherise, you want to try it tonight?” Bruce asked.

“It’s either this or sleeping in the cage, right?”

“Yeah,” Bruce said.

“Okay, sure,” I said. “But can I have it off until bedtime?”

Bruce nodded.

“Did you want to get together?” India asked. At this point, I probably should have asked her the same question. Chances are, she did. I don’t think she minds cumming with me, even if getting me off is sort of treated like something she has to do.

“Yeah,” I said. “My room in like half an hour?”

Bruce used the key to take the belt off, and I went upstairs, didn’t even bother getting dressed, and surfed for a few. Or at least, that’s how I would put it if anyone asked. But ever since I figured out what Mom’s note meant, I’ve been doing things. Looking up Marrakesh, looking up flights, buying airline tickets, reserving a hotel room not far from that address Mom had in her notebook.

That’s probably what spies do. That’s why I think of myself as a spy.

I still look in the woods, but not to find a boy anymore, since that wouldn’t work out anyway. I just do it because it connects me with Mom. I still wonder what she’s seen through it. All I see are the occasional animal, and definitely some people, even possibly a nude boy or two, but I just look.

Benji and I are going out every third or fourth night, because he’s in town while he figures out what he’s going to do with his life. He stays over here sometimes, and I spent the night at his place for the first time this Saturday. His parents were totally cool with it. The first time I met them, I was worried they’d figure out what I was like and warn Benji. Now I don’t care. It’s not that I don’t care because I’ll never see him again. I don’t care because I don’t think I’m as bad as I was.

Okay, it’s time to leave.

Sunday, June 13

Mom made me triple swear not to ever, ever, tell anyone, ever, what happened in Marrakesh. Not even my pets, or my stuffed animals.

Ever.

This isn’t telling it, though. I’m just writing it down, on my own laptop. Because I don’t want to ever forget.

I took off on time from Poughkeepsie, but after that, the flights were terrible. Worse than usual.

Cincinnati, London, Casablanca, Marrakesh. I might have slept some. I read a magazine. I talked to people. I watched a movie.

I got to the Marrakesh Hilton at almost midnight the day after I left. I just walked to the desk, showed them Mom’s passport and said “Room.”

I was probably asleep within half an hour, and it was almost lunchtime the next day before housekeeping woke me up, even though I put a little do not disturb sign on my door.

I showered, shaved my legs, put on makeup, felt human again, and I went to the bar and ordered wine. Just wine, something white, since not only do they not serve Oriole Farms Strawberry Lager at the Marrakesh Hilton, they’ve never even heard of it.

Should I get five points for drinking in Marrakesh? If Bruce and India ask, I’ll admit it. They haven’t yet.

Halfway through my wine, I got super hungry, so I asked for a menu and ordered hummus and pita and shawarma and olives and a salad and it was good and I was feeling awesome by now, physically at least, but the next thing on my list was going to that address, and I was a little nervous about that.

I paid for lunch and my drink and took a cab to 217 Rue Jamal, Marrakesh, which was about 15 minutes away. I probably could have walked there quicker, it was three blocks at most.

The cab driver was cute, youngish, wanted to speak English to me. I just answered his questions, but I wasn’t there to talk. The closer we got, the more nervous I got.

India liked to say I seemed more alert after I’d been with them a few months. Yeah, I was alert right then. Really alert.

He dropped me off, I got out, stood in front of the house, looked at it, wondering if Mom was here. Or if just her body was here. I still had no idea what was going on, or what this place was, other than maybe a place where I could find out what happened to Mom.

The key mom left in the dirt of her petunias worked on the front door, so I walked in. I just walked in.

I shut the door. It was dark in the front room, and I didn’t see a light switch, or even much of a light. Just few small windows, high up, covered with metal grating. It was air-conditioned. That I noticed, for some reason. That was a relief, because Marrakesh is hot in June.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I saw a desk, a chair, a cabinet, a book case with books and other stuff on it. Maybe some carved elephants.

There was a doorway in the back of the room, with a beaded curtain. No door, just beads.

I heard footsteps coming from the other side of the beads, so I just waited.

The beads parted. A woman appeared. She looked European, sort of, narrow nose, weird smile.

And a weird face.

A spy face.

“May I help you?” she asked, and her voice was calm but her face was going crazy.

“Yes, I’m Doris Skelter,” I said. “I’m looking for . . .”

Oh, fuck.

I had no plan for this. I wasn’t expecting to meet anyone here, and I hadn’t thought this through, at all.

Oh, fuck.

Now the lady’s face was just a mask of weirdness.

“Will you please set down your purse?” she said. She was wearing a skirt and a jacket, like a matching suit, and one of her hands was up by her lapel, like she was just feeling the fabric, but she must have had a gun there.

“Sure,” I said, and I turned and set my purse on the desk.

A man showed up, behind the woman.

“Why are you here?” the woman asked me.

I’m looking at the man and the woman, and I’m having a flashback to the weird interactions I had with spies since Mom left, at the store, and following me in their car that time.

I thought about saying I was looking for my Mom, but what name would I use? Her name’s Doris Skelter. Should I tell them I’m looking for Doris Skelter? I just told her I’m Doris Skelter. So I should have said I’m looking for myself? Or Sallie Lipton, the name on Mom’s fake passport? No, that would have been dumb too.

“I’m sure you’d like to know that,” I finally said, because that’s how I’d learned to talk to spies when they came to Revenge of the Fashionistas. However, when you use a key to bust into a spy’s personal house, or whatever that place was, you should probably take a different approach.

And that’s when things really started to suck.

I never saw what they shot at me. I have no idea who even shot it.

But all of a sudden my tit’s just on fire, and I hear this horrible clicking. Three weeks later, I still start sweating any time I hear something that sounds like that. Even Bruce and India’s toaster. I asked them to get a new one. That’s how bad what happened affected me.

I couldn’t scream, either. Suddenly, I’m looking at the ceiling, and I notice it’s got smoke stains or water stains or something all over it, and I realize I’m on my back.

How did I get on my back?

Now it’s three people, or maybe four, and they’re talking in a foreign language to each other, maybe Bulgarian or something, and my hands are behind my back and I’m in handcuffs, and then my ankles are chained together, and then they’re using surgical shears to cut off everything, all my clothes. My shoes are gone, long dress, skirt, bra, panties, just cut to shreds.

Whatever was killing my tit stopped hurting, so now I’m screaming, top of my lungs scream, the scaredest I’ve ever been in my life, so someone shoves something into my mouth, and now I’m making this “UUUHHHHH!” sound, and I keep making it, breathing through my nose to draw in more breaths so I can do more screams, and two people are holding my arms, and the third is holding my feet, and I’m kicking and squirming and going crazy but these people are experts at doing mean stuff to people, and they haul me through the beaded curtain, down a hall, through a door, down this narrow flight of stairs, and my arms are killing me and I’m just going “UUUHHHHH!” all the way down, and then I’m on the floor in this basement area, and someone sticks their finger up my ass and pussy, searching for stuff I guess like they did at the police department that time, and then they open this door like the door at the Poughkeepsie police department jail and lift me up and carry me through it and set me on the floor and close and lock the door and just stand there, outside the door, looking in at me, and I spit out the thing in my mouth and see it’s just a stupid sock, which is gross, and I roll over on my side and look at everyone looking at me. There were four of them there. The woman, three guys. All European. All total spy faces.

“What the fuck?” I said. “Seriously, what the fuck?”

They had no answer for that.

The woman stayed, the guys went upstairs, one of them came down a few minutes later with my purse, showed her my passport, and they were talking in their own language more. Then they took everything else out and looked at it. Pair of panties, Ibuprofen, one of India’s novels, my phone, some tampons, some tissues, all my makeup, various junk.

“Why are you here?” the woman said.

“I was supposed to meet a friend here,” I said.

She glared back, and it got awkward, so I looked at my tit, which was starting to hurt again. There were two little red marks on it.

“Fuck, you tased me?” I said. “You seriously tased me on my tit?”

She said nothing. The guy looked at me and he said nothing. They both disappeared.

I probably screamed for like half an hour before I gave up and started crying.

I would take the Poughkeepsie police department over this any day.

When I was tired of crying with my face on the floor, I sat up. This space was dark, like the rest of the house, but I could see a toilet. No bed, just a toilet. And a drain, in the middle of the floor.

I got on my knees, then onto my feet, and I hobbled over to the toilet and sat down and peed, which I think is a pretty normal reaction to everything they did to me, but at this point the woman was back at the door and she kept looking at me like she couldn’t believe anything that was happening.

After I peed, I stayed on the toilet and worked my hands under myself so I was handcuffed in front, and I looked at the woman to see if she cared, but she didn’t.

There was no toilet paper of course, and I’m sure they wouldn’t give me tampons here either, unlike the jail in Poughkeepsie.

The toilet actually flushed though, which surprised me.

I shuffled to the door of my cell, and the woman backed up, like she thought I was going to explode or get out of my handcuffs and suddenly have a super long arm or something.

I looked at her. She just looked back.

“What happens next?” I asked.

Silence.

“How long do I have to stay here?”

She had no answer for that either.

“Are you going to charge me with something? Is this a jail?”

No answer.

“You’re going to have to start feeding me. And I need toilet paper.”

Her face just stayed the same, but I knew she could hear me, and I wanted to think everything I said was bothering her. And really, I was sort of going crazy. I had no idea why any of this was happening. All I knew is that when I said Mom’s name, the shit hit the fan.

“Do you think this bothers me?” I asked, and I held up my hands to show her my handcuffs. “Because it doesn’t. This happened to me before, so I’m used to it.”

I almost considered saying “in the Poughkeepsie police station,” but I don’t think that would have had any impact on her.

I was tired of talking, so I went back to the toilet to sit. I didn’t need to pee anymore, but it was the only place to sit in my cell.

I looked down at the floor, and wondered what time it was, and thought about my hotel room and all my stuff in it, and wondered if I’d ever see it again.

My reservation was for a week. I pictured them coming into my room six days from now, and just putting all my stuff in a box and carting it out and throwing it away. The same as they’ll be doing to everything in the condo, if they haven’t already done it.

Then she finally spoke.

“Why are you here?” she asked me, in her thick Bulgarian accent.

“What’s wrong with being here?”

“Because we have been contracted to kill you.”

“Huh?”

That’s all I said, because my mouth was going dry, and my vision was narrowing, and my skin was getting all clammy, and I was starting to understand the degree to which I had completely, utterly fucked everything up.

“You don’t know about this?” she asked.

“Well . . .” I said slowly, having trouble speaking, or even thinking clearly, trying to work through this latest problem. “Not really.”

“Did you want to tell us something?” she asked. “Do you have a message from someone?”

“Yes,” I said, seeing a ray of hope. “Yes, I do. You’re not supposed to kill me.”

“Why are you here?” she asked again, totally not going with my message.

“Look,” I said, “I think there’s been a major misunderstanding. If you can just let me—”

“You’ll be dying in the morning,” she said.

“Tomorrow morning?”

Now we were both just talking about it like some other thing that needed to happen, even though I was just inches from having a heart attack. I guess it was just my young age that saved me from that.

“Tomorrow morning?” I asked again.

She said nothing back.

“Why then?”

“We’re waiting for the assigned specialist.”

“Huh?”

“She will be here tomorrow morning. And before she arrives, we would like to know some things from you.”

“Like what?”

“We don’t understand your behavior, and our client is very concerned about some things, and has asked us to obtain an explanation if at all possible before you are dispatched.”

“Dispatched?”

“Killed.”

“Fuck,” I said, reaching a new level of panic when I realized they had normal-sounding words for murdering someone. “You’re serious about this?”

Silence.

“I don’t have an explanation,” I said. “It’s just this weird thing that happened. So there’s nothing to talk about.”

“We will have to verify that,” she said.

“Huh?” I asked.

“We will take certain measures,” she said, and her face got so smiley and creepy and awful she didn’t need to finish the sentence for me to understand, “that tend to produce accurate information.”

Now I was pissed. Terrified, but pissed too.

“Oh, I’m so scared,” I said, and I walked up to the door and grabbed it and the chain between my wrists clanged against the bars. “You think I can’t take a little pain?”

She stared.

“Look,” I said, going to the only place I could think of to establish some cred with this lady, “I live with these people . . . and they have these rules . . . and if I break them, I get, I get . . . like, swatted . . . really hard . . . and now every Sunday, even if I don’t break the rules . . . I mean . . . so, so, just try it.”

My thinking wasn’t that organized at this point, so I stopped talking and just kept staring at her.

She walked away. Maybe I scared her off. Or she felt sorry for me.

“Naked, too!” I shouted, right before I heard the door shut upstairs.

Here’s the weird thing. I should have been crying, begging for mercy, telling them everything and trying to get away.

But at this point, I was really focused, because I had something to focus on, terrible as it was. Alert, India would say.

For some reason, I realized, someone wanted to kill Mom. Not me. Mom. They thought I was Mom, because I said I was her, and I had her passport.

Mom kills people. I get that now.

So someone wanted to kill her back.

But why?

Revenge?

And then, I was remembering something. Again. Something she said on Christmas night. “I can’t just kill myself.”

So someone wanted her to kill herself, maybe? And she probably turned them down, which makes sense. And then I showed up, here, five months later, and this must the where the people work who wanted Doris Skelter dead, and I told them I was her, so they put me in their private company jail to kill me. To torture me first, then kill me.

Okay, all that made sense, in a sick kind of way.

But then, how did I end up in this place? I ended up here because I found the address in Mom’s notebook.

And I found the key to it.

Why would Mom have a key for a house where people who wanted to kill her lived? Why would she write down the address?

Maybe to remind herself to NOT go there? And she put the key in with her petunias to make sure she never used it?

The woman came back. Were they going to torture me now? I knew whatever they were going to do would be way worse than swats on your rear. And if they tied me to something, it would be way worse than that stand Bruce made for me.

Fuck. If my life right now was one of those novels we had to read for world literature last semester, that was the theme: Fuck.

But the woman just had food. On a normal plate. And some water. She put it through the bars.

“Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t expect that.”

“It was requested by our client.”

I looked at the plate. It had a sandwich on it, with lettuce and cheese hanging out. I looked inside. Roast beef.

“Why would people who want me dead care if I eat?”

“They feel it will make you more attentive during your questioning tomorrow.”

“Shit,” I said, but I picked up the sandwich and took a bite.

Maybe it was poisoned, and I’d die then. I thought about that and decided that poison was a better way to go than what I was looking at, which was torture first, then being killed by some woman.

“When does questioning begin?” I asked.

“Our client is on their way from Beijing.”

“Oh, they have to be there for it too?”

“Yes. They requested to be here.”

“Wait, Beijing?”

“Yes.”

I started going through my memory. China. China.

“Wait, wait,” I said. “Does this have to do with, um, um, this lady? Um, her meds got mixed up and she overdosed I think, and maybe someone else made it happen?”

The woman’s staring at me, but I could see in her face I was on track.

“It was, it was . . . yeah, in Schwanntag. Germany. Right?”

No answer.

“I can’t remember her name, other than it started with an X,” I said. “It was a really Chinese name.”

“Xui Huwai,” the woman said, but she pronounced it like “shwee hooway.”

“No, her name started with an X,” I said. “Like, Ex something.”

“It’s a Chinese pronunciation.”

“How do you spell it, then?”

“X-U-I H-U-W-A-I.”

“That’s it,” I said. Stuff was making a little more sense to me.

“Okay, so she got killed, and someone in China’s pissed, and thinks I did it and wants me dead now?”

“You did do it.”

“Well, if I did, it was just a job, okay?” I said, and I was thinking about Mom, trying to guess what she would say. Mom’s weird, but she’s not a psycho. If she killed someone, she did it because someone asked her to, and probably paid her. Probably paid her a lot.

“It was nothing personal, okay?”

“She had two brothers,” this woman said. “They both took it very personally.”

“Is that who’s flying from Beijing?”

“Yes.”

I was trying not to panic. What would Mom do? What would Mom want me to do? Or expect me to do?

It was time to tell the truth. Everything I knew, before two pissed off Chinese guys got here to watch this woman and her henchmen do terrible things to me.

Or not just watch.

Fuck.

Really, I should have just started with all that, when I came through the door and that woman met me. But then, she and that guy didn’t give me much of a chance to go over all the details before they started tasing me. And since then, I was just reacting, sort of. No plan.

“Okay, I get it now,” I said, “here’s the complete truth. It’s going to sound weird, but if you want, you can ask me questions about any of it, for um, clarification. I’m not Doris Skelter, I’m Doris Skelter’s daughter. My name is Cherise Sylvania. We have different last names because Mom married someone else, named Bruce Sylvania, after my dad left, but now they’re divorced, although I live with him and his girlfriend. I think I touched on them earlier. So I was looking for my mom, because she disappeared in December, and I’m pretending to be her because I didn’t want anyone tracking me down and trying to keep me from looking for her. And I don’t know where she is. I just found this address in a notebook. And I found the key in these petunias. I was supposed to just water them, but I decided to put them in bigger pots, with better dirt, and that’s how I found the key. Does all that make sense?”

The woman stared at me. I took another bite of the sandwich, and took a drink, and waited for her to ask some questions to clear up any loose ends.

I looked at her face, and I knew instantly she totally did not believe me. Not at all.

She got up and left. The door slammed upstairs. I kept eating.

And thinking.

I’ve seen spy movies, but I strongly suspect they aren’t realistic. More so after my own experiences.

It seemed though that this lady was willing to answer questions, sort of like they do in movies. I have since learned, from Mom, that getting information from someone is considered a two-way street. They’ll tell you a little, and it might be true or not, but if it keeps you talking, they win. And if they’re going to kill you anyway, why not tell you the truth?

I didn’t know all that at the time, but I didn’t need to. When she came back, a long time after dinner, to check on me, I had my next round of questions ready.

“Okay,” I said, as soon as she leaned against the bars of my door. I was sitting on the toilet, sort of using that as my chair. “So, you think I killed this Chinese lady, I guess a few years ago, but let’s just say for now it was my mom who did it. And so her brothers are pissed. But how did they figure out it was my mom?”

She said nothing, but I that wasn’t any great mystery, I guess. Mom’s face was probably on some security camera. Or there was that whole Ecuadump thing, where a bunch of spies got outed. Including two in Poughkeepsie, both Mom.

“And so the brothers call you, since that’s what your company does, and you assign someone to kill me – or, that is, my mom. Right?”

Nothing. She just looked at me.

“So, how did you decide who should kill my mom?”

“Proximity,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Proximity?”

“It means distance between the specialist and the target.”

“Oh, oh,” I said. “So if your person who, um, kills people, was somewhere in Poughkeepsie, where my mom lived, then . . .”

I shut up. I froze. Or at least, my voice totally froze. Because now it was all making sense. I looked at the floor, to think about this, and work through it all.

Holy shit.

“So, do you know the specialist’s name?” I asked.

Silence.

“Do you know what she looks like?”

Silence.

“Has anyone with your company ever met her? This lady who’s on her way to kill me?”

Silence.

“You don’t know who works for you, do you?” I said. “Right? It’s all over email or something? You just hire people online and say kill so and so and they do?”

I got quiet too. I looked at the floor. Because everything was falling into place, and I was fighting the urge not to throw up.

“What?” she asked.

“What what?” I asked back, looking at her.

“Why you stop talking?”

“I wasn’t talking,” I said. “I was asking questions, and you weren’t saying any answers.”

But here’s what I was thinking.

Right now, Mom was on her way to kill me. Or to kill someone who was pretending to be her. Because this lady’s company hired Mom to kill herself, in December. Because they didn’t know that the two spies in Poughkeepsie were the same fucking person.

Holy fuck.

“Okay, okay, a question,” I said. “How much does that, that specialist know about me? Did you send her my picture? Did you tell her what I look like?”

“Why you ask that?”

I could tell I was getting under this lady’s skin, because of how her face was changing, and her accent was getting thicker.

With all the stress I was under, I was so focused on getting information from her I was actually pretty good at it, I think.

“Well,” I said, “I would think it would be important for her to kill the right person when she gets here. Instead of someone innocent. So you would probably tell her as much as you could about me, for when she shows up. You know. She’ll see me and say, ‘Yup, that’s the right person, and not someone I wasn’t supposed to kill.’”

“You’re not innocent?” she asked. Now she was playing like Bruce, listening to every word and trying to catch me in a lie. No problem. I was used to this too, thanks to Bruce. And India too. And she was playing right into my hands.

“No, I’m not,” I said. “I’ll admit it. I killed that Chinese lady. Ex, um, I mean Xui, or whatever you said. I did it, though. Yeah.”

I looked up. The woman was just staring at me.

“Which story do you think makes the most sense to the Chinese brothers?” I asked. “The truth is I’m Doris Skelter’s daughter, Cherise. But if you don’t think they’ll like that, I’ll just admit to everything, before anyone does anything mean.”

“They aren’t looking for a confession,” she said.

“What do they want, then?”

“They believe you hacked the Xinhua server array, and they—”

“Wait, what? The what?”

“And you obtained certain sensitive information,” she continued, ignoring my question. “And they’ll want to know how you hacked it, which Chinese nationals helped you, what other information you obtained, and with whom you shared it.”

“I didn’t hack it,” I said.

“They suspect you did, and you found this address, and that’s why you’re here.”

“They suspect?”

“Yes, this address was included in certain sensitive messages that were exchanged at some point over Xinhua.”

“So they’re not sure, they just suspect?”

“Yes. But their suspicion is strong enough that they wish to investigate further.”

“I’m not going to be able to help at all with that,” I said. “I don’t know anything about it.”

“They think you do.”

Fuck.

“Am I going to get a bed?” I asked.

“No.”

“Not even a blanket or something?”

“No.”

“I thought those Chinese guys had you feed me so I’d be able to talk well tomorrow. Aren’t you afraid I might be sort of tired, from not sleeping comfortably, and I might not be at my best when you’re torturing me?”

She got up and left. The door slammed. No one came back down the rest of the night.

It was the longest night of my life.

They left the light on. I sat there and looked at the light through the bars. I shuffled around. I peed, which was the high point of my time each time I did it, because it was something different from just sitting there. A few times, I’d feel my head on the concrete, and lift it and look around and realize I must have fallen asleep, and that this wasn’t all a dream and I was still fucked.

I was so wishing I could be in the Poughkeepsie jail. That was way better than this.

I’d wake up and look around and wonder if they were coming for me yet. I was having panic attacks at times. I was breathing really heavily, and I’d sit up and try not to cry or start screaming. If the lady that was supposed to kill me wasn’t Mom, I was gonna die. Or if they figured out that was my mom who was supposed to show up and kill me, because of something I said, maybe Mom and I were both gonna die. Or if it wasn’t really Mom coming, but just some other spy, and I’d imagined all this other stuff . . . yes, fucked.

After a long, horrible time, I heard a clang, and in my dream it was a police car, but instead of a siren it made a clanging sound. Then I felt hands on my shoulders and woke up and looked around.

The woman was back. Three henchmen were back, and two were in my cell and grabbing me. And fuck, oh fuck, two Chinese guys were there.

I’d never seen faces like that. I mean, I’d seen Chinese faces, beaucoups of them, because Mom and me went to China a few times, and they’re everywhere else besides. But not faces like that. Revenge faces. I work at a place called Revenge, but this was the real thing. Not angry faces. They were way beyond that. Stony faces. Like, carved from cold, white stone. And their eyes were red, and I’m sure they had a terrible night of flying, which definitely wouldn’t improve their attitudes toward me.

Fuck.

The 2 guys grabbed my arms and pulled me out of my cell and brought me right outside it to this place where a chain was hanging down from this wheel, and I looked up while they were putting my handcuffs around it and lifting me up, and they put my ankle chains around this hook in the floor, so now I’m stretched tight, just hanging there naked, with one woman and five men staring at me, and I thought they were going to keep stretching me, and I hadn’t peed in a couple of hours, so I just lost it then. It started dribbling between my thighs, so I opened my legs and it shot out forward, and the woman stepped back a little and it dropped to the floor and splashed and ran toward a drain in the middle of the room where one of the Chinese guys was standing, and he just looked at it and didn’t step back at all, and that made me even more scared, because I think if you don’t care about getting pee on your shoe, that demonstrates that you don’t care about other normal rules either, like that you shouldn’t torture people.

“Do you remember what we talked about last night?” the woman asked me as soon as I was done peeing.

“Yeah, kind of,” I said, but it wasn’t easy to say it because my mouth was super dry. Not having breakfast wasn’t helping.

“Who helped you access Xinhua?” she asked.

One of the Chinese guys lit a cigarette. And the woman was holding this black thing in her hand, which I suspected was another taser, but not the kind you shoot at someone. More personal than that. And he wasn’t smoking the cigarette, just holding it, and then he raised it, not to smoke but sort of aiming it at my tit, and the woman put her hand on his arm at the last second before he started touching me with it, and she said, in English, “Not until the party arrives.”

Fuck.

“Who helped you access Xinhua?” she asked again.

“I didn’t access Xinhua,” I said. “I don’t even know what that is.”

The Chinese guy with the cigarette just exploded, right then, like his body sort of got bigger, and he stepped up to me, with pure rage in his eyes.

“Why did you kill my sister?” he shouted, right into my face. I could tell from his breath he’d been drinking airline liquor all night instead of sleeping.

“I didn’t!” I shouted back.

One of the henchmen guys pulled his phone out, and he stepped over to the woman and put his hand on her arm and said something in Bulgarian.

“The party has arrived,” she said to the Chinese guy, who seemed to calm down with that, so I knew it must be the woman who was supposed to kill me.

A henchman went upstairs.

“That’s her, right?” I said. “That specialist lady you were talking about?”

“Yes,” she said. “She has asked that we hold off on the full interrogation until she arrives.”

We all waited. Just waited. For an eternity.

I heard some footsteps upstairs. Then a toilet flushed. And that was another clue that it was Mom. Because she always pees when she gets to a new place.

The door at the top of the stairs opened.

I heard two pairs of feet coming down. I couldn’t see who it was, because the stairs were in a different part of the basement.

Then they walked in.

Henchman first, then Mom.

She didn’t look like Mom, of course.

Hair was all black now. Major tan. Heavy makeup. Way heavier than she ever wears. Black around her eyes. Bright red on her lips.

She set her purse down right inside the door from the stairs and looked at me, with a spy face. No recognition. No smile. She might as well have been a complete stranger.

She walked up to me.

I looked at her. I did not say “Hey, Mom!” or anything dumb like that. I just looked at her.

My heart was beating so hard I thought I might die just from seeing her.

Mom said something in French to the woman.

She nodded back, and that’s when things started happening.

The woman lifted that black thing, and sparks started shooting out. Or there was this weird glow, I’m not sure. And then she put it against my tit, not on the nipple, but underneath.

God, it hurt, and I screamed and shook and practically ripped my chains out of the hooks, and then the Chinese guy falls and the lady takes the thing off my tit and looks at him, and then one of the henchmen falls.

The woman starts shouting in Bulgarian, and they start running, but all in different directions, and there’s this huge explosion from Mom’s purse. I scream. The other Chinese guy yells. The other two henchmen fall. The other Chinese guy, who didn’t faint, is holding his eye, and there’s a knife handle sticking out of it, and Mom’s behind the woman now, and the woman’s looking at me with this really, really weird expression. Like, super bored. Like she was thinking, “This is the lamest party I’ve ever been to, and I want everyone to know it.” Then she coughs, and blood shoots out of her mouth, and onto my tit.

So, for the record, the same tit got shot with a taser, tortured, and blood coughed onto it. In less than 24 hours.

The woman falls, and Mom’s still standing behind her, with this thing in her mouth, between her teeth, and at first I thought she was smoking, but things were no longer making sense, and I fell asleep.

I woke up in a totally different place, on my back in a bed, in a bedroom.

My cuffs were off, but I was still naked.

“Mom?”

I looked around, saw a woman pass by, almost scream, but it’s Mom. She leans into the bedroom, puts a finger over her lips.

She comes into the bedroom, and I see she’s naked now, and I hear water running down the hall. A shower.

She throws some stuff at me. I look at it. It’s a bunch of clothes.

I look at her. There’s blood all over her, but not streams of blood. It’s just little dots, like her clothes were all bloody and this is what’s left when she took them off.

I look at what she threw at me. Panties. Bra. Long skirt. Black blouse with a triangle pattern. The kind of stuff that woman would wear.

I sit up, put my legs over the side of the bed, and reach for the panties and spread them with both hands, and I try to pick up my feet, one at a time, but they won’t lift off the floor, and I finally notice I’m shaking so bad I’m not sure I can get dressed. Not just my hands, my whole body. My legs are, like, vibrating. That has never happened to me before.

I can tell Mom’s in the shower now, and that’s when the flashbacks started. Maybe they started because Mom was doing a total Mom thing, so that let me think about Mom doing non-Mom things, like killing people. I saw the Chinese guy faint. No I didn’t. I heard an explosion. Or was it someone yelling? The woman had a bad cough. No, blood came out. A really bad cough. Did she torture me? I looked down. Little specks of blood, smeared across my chest. Mom had cleaned me up a little.

I tried putting on the panties again.

Whose clothes was I wearing? I was trying to put on that bitch’s panties?

Fuck.

Just do it, Cherise, I was telling myself. Mom wants me dressed. Just do it.

I slid the panties up my quivering legs, got the bra on after 100 tries, put on the blouse, stood up to put on the skirt, fell to the bed, stood back up, fell again, finally got it on.

There were shoes in the stuff Mom gave me, but no way was I going to wear that bitch’s shoes. I got up, staggered into the hall, held onto the wall for support, went past the bathroom, where Mom had just turned off the water, looked in a few rooms with beds where that bitch and her henchmen slept, found my sandals and my purse with most of my stuff in it on the floor in the third room I checked, which didn’t look lived in. I sat down to put them on, slung my purse over my shoulder. When I stood up, I felt a hand on my arm and I screamed, but it was just Mom, and her hair was white and her makeup was gone and she looked like a fucking prairie mom, like she won a trip to Morocco in a church raffle or something, with a big print skirt with flowers on it, and a red denim shirt no one would ever wear to Africa, and she was guiding me back down the hall, to the door that led down to the basement, and as soon as I saw where she was trying to take me, I froze. It wasn’t logical. I wanted to go with Mom, but it was like my whole body was saying fuck no, we are not going down there again. So she grabbed me and took over my body, sort of. She’s holding my arm super tight and practically throwing me down the stairs, and I was trying not to cry or scream, and it got worse when I saw the people, lying there, all of them, dead henchmen, dead woman, two dead Chinese guys, blood everywhere, and Mom turned my head and sort of covered my eyes a little, but too late, and we ended up at this little door and passed through it and now we were going up a dark, narrow flight of stairs, to a door with just some cracks of light around the edges, and she opened it with a key and we walked through it into this alley where no one was, and she just held my arm and made me walk down the alley next to her, until we reached a the end of it and were standing along a busy street, where she finally talked, when she said probably the last thing I ever expected her to say.

“There’s our group, c’mon.”

She was pointing to a mosque across the street and up half a block, where people were standing in groups, looking up at it this really tall tower, or walking up the stairs to get inside.

I followed Mom, or sort of walked beside her, because she never took her hand off my arm. She got us across the street and through the gate to this place in front of the mosque, and I looked up at it and had another flashback, of dead bodies now, and I wanted to just go somewhere and lie down, and I think I made a kind of sighing sound, or whiney sound, because Mom grabbed my arm tighter and brought us up to a group that was being lectured to by a woman who didn’t speak very good English.

The lecturing woman finished her statement and looked at Mom, and Mom walked me over to her and held up her phone, which I guess proved she bought the tour for us, because the woman nodded and started on the next topic, about a war or fight or something that happened near here that had something to do with the mosque. I’m usually pretty good about remembering what people said, but I have no idea beyond that what was said on the tour. No idea.

Mom wasn’t being quiet, either. She was asking questions, with this weird accent. At first, I thought maybe she’d been living somewhere for the last five months where people talked weird and she’d picked that up, but then I knew she was trying to sound like she was from somewhere other than Poughkeepsie. Kansas, maybe.

So this was our reunion: I’m hanging naked, Mom shows up, they start torturing me, Mom kills everyone, then we do a tour of a mosque.

We went inside the mosque, went back outside, the tour ended, I’m fighting flashbacks and trying not to start making whiney sounds again, and Mom is there, hand on my arm, leading me through the city, this street, that street, until we get to a café along a sort of quiet lane and we sit down for tea and lunch.

“Can you do everything I say?” she asked me in her fake accent, smiling like we were talking about something back home in Kansas.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Because if you don’t, we’ll both die.”

“I kinda figured. What’s the plan?”

“We leave tonight for New York.”

“Sounds good.”

“Will you be alright?” she asked me. I looked at her, and she was looking at me, and right through me too, with her weirdest Mom face. It wasn’t as weird as it used to be, though, probably because I was seeing things differently at that point.

After they brought us our tea, Mom poured me some and I lifted it to my mouth, and stopped and looked at it, and Mom followed my eyes and looked at it too. My hand was in a perfect shake. The little ripples in the tea were going back and forth, from one side to another in the cup, perfectly spaced, all the same size, because of the way my hand was vibrating.

“I’m sorry,” she said, smiling, as if she were apologizing that I’d asked for Darjeeling and they brought me Earl Gray.

There were a few people seated near us. A German couple, older. Three younger Turks, I think, two guys and a girl. And there were two men approaching us. I looked at them.

“Here they come,” I said. I wasn’t scared at all, because I had nothing left to be scared with. That emotion was all used up.

“Here who comes?” she asked me.

“Your kind.” That’s all I said. “Your kind.”

She turned, stood, and I knew I was going to get to watch her go again. She was going to kill these two guys in front of everyone, and then we’d probably have to leave, and not get lunch after all.

Instead, she handed one of them her phone.

“Could you please take our picture?” she said in her fake Midwestern accent, and she was doing such a good job of being whatever it was she was supposed to be that I was embarrassed for her. I was actually embarrassed at that moment to be her daughter and be seen with her in Marrakesh.

The guys smiled. They especially smiled at me.

And I got it. Hide right out in the open. Right in their faces.

Mom stood next to me, hugged me around the neck, and the guy took a few shots of us, and she took her phone back and looked at the shots and asked him to take a few more from another angle, and she thanked them and they kept walking.

“How did you know?” she asked.

“It’s something I’ve always been able to do.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, I just can.”

“Will you tell me when you see more?”

“Sure. But was I right? About those guys?”

“100 percent.”

“Are they looking for us?”

“No, not yet. Maybe never. But when word gets out, they might be told to start looking, and now we’ll be the last ones on their list.”

I wanted to know everything, and I opened my mouth to ask the next questions, about where Mom had been, and why she had to work a second job, but she held up her hand and I knew that meant don’t go there.

“Did you go to school in the spring?” she asked.

“Yes, four classes.”

“How did you do?”

“Two A’s, two B’s.”

She seemed surprised.

“Have you been staying with Bruce?”

“Yes, I moved right in the day I found your note. Bruce and India have been very supportive.”

She stared at me. She wanted me to keep talking.

“Very strict,” I added. “Very strict.”

For the first time, I saw a normal emotion. Not joy, though. Sort of a pain in her eyes.

“Can we get my stuff from the hotel?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Too risky. We go straight to the airport after lunch.”

“Okay. I met a boy.”

“What’s his name?”

“Benji. He’s a Rhodes Scholar.”

Mom laughed, for the first time.

“He told you that?”

Instant tears. Instant tears. For two reasons, I think. Because I had just been threatened with death and I got tortured and I saw people’s dead bodies, and because I was seeing myself the way I knew Mom was still seeing me – as a total slacker that no quality boy would waste his time with. Right now, it was the second thing that hurt worse.

Mom looked around, smiled, took my hand, and I realized then how terrible she was at normal mom stuff like this. She had no idea how to comfort me. She never did. I’ve been going through my life, getting hurt, fucking up, wishing I was someone else, and she was always somewhere else, in mind, if not in body.

I pulled my hand away, grabbed a tissue from my purse, shoved it against my face to keep from bawling out loud, although I’m not sure that would have hurt anything. It might have helped. Spies don’t ask people to take their picture. Spies don’t cry at sidewalk café’s.

“Was it worth it?” I asked, and I stared at her and she knew exactly what I was getting at.

“It’s the only thing I can do.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “I’m calling bullshit on you.”

“It’s the only thing that paid enough. For you.”

“For me? What are you talking about?”

“You’re gonna need a lot of help,” she said. “All your life. The money’s gonna be there.”

Oh. My. God.

That was the moment when it hit me.

Oh, my fucking god.

Mom’s been doing this – killing people all over the world – because she thought I was such a reject I would never get a job, never get a decent guy, never be able to make my way.

Holy Fuck. With a capital F.

My stomach was turning. I was 99 percent of the way to barfing, right there.

Spies don’t barf in public, so it would have been cool.

I was way past crying over this. I was looking at my life with Mom, and my life since she disappeared, and I was fighting the urge to do about 20 things, including scream, cry, leave, cuss Mom out, and punch her to see if she killed me for revenge.

“Cherise,” she said. “Cherise, you’re pale, do you feel dizzy? BZ will do that. She held a hand up to my eyes, watching to see if they followed them.

“BZ?” I asked.

“One of the names for it. Quinuclidinyl benzilate.”

“For what?”

“I put something in the drains to put everyone to sleep.”

“When?”

“When I put my purse down over the drain by the stairs. I put some BZ down there too. Timed release.”

I had no idea what she was talking about at the time. I was sort of blocking out a lot of shit that had happened in that basement, so her mentioning drains meant nothing to me.

But I remembered that thing in her mouth.

“What were you smoking?”

“Nothing, that was a reagent.”

I stared off, down the street, toward the cars moving back and forth, up past the buildings on the other side of the street, toward the roofs and the towers past them. Then I looked back at Mom.

“You had to take that second job?”

Our food came. I have no idea what it was. Olives were involved.

“How do you know about that?” she asked.

“Lots of ways,” I said. I took a bite because my appetite was returning, barely.

“Who told you?”

“I pieced it together,” I said, and I was hungry but pissed now, so I decided to just throw it all in her face. “Short version: you killed, uh, that lady, X, uh, I mean, Xui, for the first company, and then—”

Mom held up her hand to shut me up.

“No,” I said, because I wasn’t going to stop talking, “and then you went to work for the second company, and then after that, they got hired by Xui’s brothers to kill whoever killed their sister, and the second company asked you to do it, because they didn’t know you killed Xui for the first company, so they told you to kill yourself, basically, since you lived in Poughkeepsie, and that’s when you left me.”

Mom stared off into space, swallowed, like she was thinking about what to say. Finally, she found some words.

“The first company wasn’t giving me enough work,” she said, “so I—”

“I don’t need your fucking money, Mom,” I said. “What I needed was someone to call me out when I fucked up.”

“I called you out,” she said.

I laughed. “Well, you bailed me out, yeah. That’s not the same thing as actual consequences.”

I thought Mom was going to cry when I said that. Maybe some moms would. But she didn’t.

“How did you end up there?” she asked, tearlessly.

“I found the address in one of your books, and—”

“Which books?”

“In the safe deposit box.”

“How did you—”

“It was at my bank,” I said, surprised she didn’t get it. “The same place I got your passport. C’mon.”

“And the key?”

“Repotting the petunias. Why did you put the key there?”

“So employer 1 wouldn’t find it.”

“You put the street number with it, so I figured it out after thinking about it some. I’ve done a lot of thinking since you disappeared.”

“Damn,” Mom said, and she looked at me like she didn’t recognize me anymore. Or maybe it was pride, I don’t know. What do spies look like when they’re proud?

“Also,” I said, and I pulled my fork out of my mouth and waved it at her, “I’m glad to be part of your cover right now, since you’re my cover too, but I don’t appreciate that you’ve been using me like that for years and not telling me. For years. And not, um, getting my consent.”

Another stare off into space.

“I got arrested,” I said.

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

Mom smiled, like it was funny.

“It got me ready for what happened last night, I feel like,” I said, and Mom’s smile vanished.

For a split second, I considered telling her about being called delusional and put in a special cell because I mentioned she was a spy, but I didn’t go there. I didn’t want to talk about the special cell. Or being naked. Or chained. Or think about it. So my head went to another place, kind of on its own, that wasn’t as upsetting.

“They kept taking our trash,” I said.

“Who?”

“Employer 1.”

“How do you know?”

I thought about smiling and saying nothing, like she had, but I wanted to brag.

“I asked them.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I thought of them as spy boy—”

Mom leaned forward and made a kind of snarl at me.

“Don’t say that word,” she whispered, and sort of looked around, like one of the random people drinking tea on the sidewalk near us would hear me say spy and immediately report us to the spy police.

Whatever.

“—and girl,” I finished.

“How often did you speak to them?”

“Just once to one person, and once to these other two,” I said. “I never told them anything, and it was all sort of anonymous and weird. They asked me if you were working for another company, though.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing, just asked them if you were still alive, and they left. And now they’re going to fire you.”

“Why?”

“Because you were working for another company. I’m sure they’ve figured it out by now.”

“They’re not sure.”

“They suspect it.”

“I have an explanation for everything. There will be an investigation, but the initial reaction is they’re very pleased with what happened this morning.”

“Why? You rubbed out the competition?”

“They were becoming a problem for us.”

I looked her, trying to picture her getting an employee of the month plaque for killing people.

“I don’t want you to worry about me,” she said, with some more Mom guilt in her face. “They know there was an order out for me, and that’s why I went silent. I kept in touch with employer 2, though. I just told them I was having trouble finding . . . myself.”

She laughed. “It’s sort of funny, when you think about it.”

“Hilarious,” I agreed, doing my best to look like I didn’t think it was funny at all.

“They were sending me messages almost daily – ‘Have you found her yet? Have you found her yet?’ and I keep saying back, ‘getting closer, getting closer,’ and then two days ago, they sent me a message that I’d just walked in, and they’ve got me, but they didn’t understand why I was there, and I said back, ‘I can explain everything in person, don’t do anything ‘til I get there.’”

Mom paused, and her mouth kind of twitched.

“That was the worst, scariest time of my existence,” she said quietly, “because after they described who they had, and what you were saying, I knew it was you. I flew all night.”

“That’s horrible,” I said. “Almost as bad as me, chained up in a cell with no mattress, or even a blanket, and waiting to get tortured and killed.”

Mom’s face went blank. Just blank. I think spies learn how to block out things they don’t like. That’s probably what she was doing. Then she changed the subject, probably another spy trick.

“What did they look like?” she asked.

“Who?”

“The people you spoke to. With employer 1.”

“Boring,” I said. “Like normal people. But I did play a little trick on them.”

“How?”

“After I figured out they were stealing our trash, I put everything from our fridge into the dumpster. Like, eggs. And broccoli. In an airtight bag. So they wouldn’t know what it was until they opened it.”

Mom scowled, like she didn’t approve. I guess there are some things even spies don’t do to each other. Murder, yes. Gross old refrigerator stuff? That’s over the line.

We made it through the rest of lunch without trying to kill each other, with words or our bare hands or whatever Mom uses.

And then we made it to the airport, got tickets to Newark because Mom left her car in storage near there. Finally, while we were in the walkway that led to our flight out of Morocco, Mom hugged me, and she gave me a true Mom smile, and there were tears in her eyes, maybe. Until that moment, I’m pretty sure, she didn’t think we were going to make it out of Marrakesh.

The flight was good. I slept for some of it, until the nightmares woke me up. She tried to give me a pill, but she’d already put me to sleep once that day, so I said no thanks to round two.

I think we talked some, about whatever. School, Benji, Bruce and India. I really just remember two things she said: “You can’t ever, ever tell anyone anything about what happened.”

And then, at some other point, “I’m very proud of you.”

Possibly I just dreamed those last words, though, because it was what she should have said. Or what I think she should have said. Because, even though this had been, from one perspective, a giant clusterfuck of pubic proportions, we were both still alive, from another perspective.

We got separate hotel rooms right by the airport in Newark as soon as we landed. I have no idea what time it was. It was dark, though. I bought a few bathroom things at the hotel gift shop and crashed until the next afternoon, so I had to pay for a second night, but that was fine. I still had all that $10,000 Mom gave me, since I’d been living off my Revenge paychecks. I wasn’t really wanting to give her that money back, even if I didn’t want any more of it. I considered it my payment for everything she’d put me through, from using me as part of her disguise to getting tortured and watching her kill people. I should have asked for more.

Mom was gone when I woke up. No message, no nothing. I knocked on her door and someone else answered.

Still weird.

I took the train to the Poughkeepsie airport to get my car, too wired and scared to sleep.

I drove back to Bruce and India’s from there. It was Friday evening by then, sun almost down, big red country sunset. They came outside before I turned the car off.

I got out, looked at them, and they both sort of backed up, like they could see in my eyes I couldn’t talk, couldn’t do anything but go to bed again. I was still technically in ovulation, but they let me go to sleep in my bed. No cage, no chain between my legs.

I woke up a couple of times, and India was in my room, shaking me because I’d been screaming. I might have said some things in my sleep, too, because India said once “Cheri, it’s okay, no one’s gonna do that to you.”

Then it was Saturday. Early. The sun wasn’t even up, and I was looking out the window of my room, and things started turning pink with the sunrise, and I was very, very happy.

Weirdly happy, because this was so normal, I guess.

I got dressed, went downstairs and made coffee, and India must have heard me, because she came down to the kitchen before the coffee was done brewing, and I hugged her. Not a sex hug, just a “glad to see ya” hug.

As soon as we were sitting down with two mugs of steaming coffee in front of us, she looked at me.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked me.

“About what?”

“What happened to you.”

“No,” I said. “I can’t. But I found Mom. I can tell you that. She’s okay.”

“What happened to your wrists?”

“Huh?”

“Your wrists?”

I looked down at my hands for the first time since Marrakesh. I mean, really looked at them. My wrists were red, and scratched up on the sides, and I just stared at them, and I was hanging nude there again, in that prison place, with six people – or seven, if you count Mom – asking me questions I could never answer and watching me get tortured, and I sort of just froze until India stood up and hugged me. I guess I was making that whiney sound too. Maybe I was crying.

“Thanks, thanks,” I said, and sort of waved her away, and she sat back down, but I could tell she was really concerned.

It’s been happening since then, too, two weeks later. Freezing. Nightmares. Just staring off. Making that whiney sound.

I’m going to start seeing a psychologist about it this week. I can probably tell her the general source of my stress without having to get into everything about Mom. She’s got experience with trauma, and she’s on this side of Poughkeepsie.

“Do you want to just rest today?” she asked me.

Maybe it was the coffee starting to perk me up, but the thought of being cooped up in my room all day, or on the couch downstairs, didn’t sound right.

“No,” I said. “I wanna do things.”

“Bruce is going to the farmer’s market around 10,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, kind of detached. The thought of being around strangers scared me, but the alternative, of not going out anymore and hiding from strangers the rest of my life, scared me worse, so I had breakfast, got a shower, agreed to meet India in the greenhouses this afternoon, and Bruce and I headed out in his pickup truck for the market. I put on bracelets to cover up my wrists, and I wore a long-sleeved shirt too. The morning was cool enough that it wasn’t strange.

“How are you doing?” he asked on the drive.

“Hanging in there,” I said, and I regretted my choice of words immediately, and I’m sure I didn’t sound very convincing.

“India says you were abused.”

“No,” I said, and one hand went to the other wrist. “I was tortured.”

“By who?”

“People who torture people,” I said. “Long story.”

“How long were you tortured?”

“Oh,” I said, realizing this was a pretty important detail. “It was really brief. Like, things were kept to a minimum.”

This should have upset me, to be more or less interrogated by Bruce, but he’s so impersonal about things that it wasn’t bugging me at all.

India cares. She’s sensitive. So when I tell her something, I kind of picture how she’ll hear it, and that makes it harder to talk about. Bruce, though, no reaction. He’s just gathering information.

Did you drink? Yeah, I’ll say, and he just moves on to the next question. Did you have sex with a boy in the woods? Yeah. Did you get tortured? Yup.

Pretty simple. Maybe that’s why he and Mom were together for awhile. They’re both sort of distant. Cold, in a way. Weird too. That probably makes Mom good at killing people, and Bruce a good lawyer, if not good at killing people. Maybe it makes him good with me too.

The farmer’s market was the right decision on my part. After my first few jitters, I got into the spirit of it, looking at the stuff people had already grown in their greenhouses, or got shipped from somewhere else probably. I really doubt anyone’s growing bananas in New York. Bruce introduced me to a few of his friends, and I was able to talk halfway normally, and there was one couple who seemed really sweet, and the man said something I can’t remember that made me laugh a few times.

Then I saw him. I know it was him. The guy in the woods. The boy I had sex with. He was standing behind a table that was loaded up with kale and spinach and lettuce.

I was holding a bag with some melons in it, and I walked up and looked at him while Bruce was talking to someone else a few tables away about getting a space in a month or two when our greenhouses started making stuff.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey,” he said. He had no idea who I was. His face was more complicated than I’d seen in the moonlight. Like he’d been through some things. Eyes a little cautious. But he was cute, in a country way. And he was young. Maybe just graduated from high school.

“I bet your farm’s off Fulliver,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, looking at me curiously.

“Our place is close to it. There’s some woods between it and your farm.”

“It’s my dad’s farm.”

“But you live there.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve seen you at night.”

“We go back there sometimes, to light fires.”

“And have sex.”

He squinted at me.

“I was with you once,” I said. “At night.”

The words just kind of spilled out of me.

“That was you?”

“Yeah,” I said.

He didn’t miss a beat, which impressed me: “Gonna come out again?”

“Probably not, I’ve got a boyfriend now.”

I wasn’t sure if that was true. I hadn’t checked email since I left for Morocco. I was scared to. For all I knew, Benji had broken up with me. Maybe he’d been emailing me since the afternoon I flew out. I didn’t know yet. Maybe that’s why I talked to this guy. As backup. If Benji broke up with me, I’d get another chance to talk to the forest boy. And maybe we’d go on a real date this time.

I didn’t feel anything for him though, other than a slight shift in my core when we said words to each other.

Maybe I talked to him to see how he’d look at me. Was I just a hole to fill at night in the woods? Or a real person?

I looked into his face.

Real person, I decided.

But would he have seen a real person six months ago? Or three? Or one?

Maybe not.

“Well, bye,” I said.

“Bye.”

Bruce and I had lunch there. Exotic stuff, like curried chicken and empanadas. Someone was selling hummus and pita and olives, and I looked at the blue trays they were serving from and just went dark. Bruce touched my arm and I snapped out of it, but for a second, I was back there again. A lot of things can trigger it, it seems.

I’m not really a spy.

We got back home, and Bruce suggested I lie down, but that idea still seemed bad to me, so instead I joined India out in the greenhouses, moving seedlings from little cardboard pots to bigger clay pots.

We both got nude after a few minutes, and I wondered at first if that was going to make me nervous, if being naked with a woman was going to put me in another flashback situation, but it just felt normal. There’s something calming about India, I think. She just gives instructions, and sometimes asks what I think, as if taking care of Mom’s petunias makes me an expert, and our shoulders touched when we both had our hands in a pot of deep dirt, and I knew I could ask for time with her, or not ask, and she’d go with whatever I said.

I was going through probably my least sexual time ever since I’d developed. No sex, no masturbation, no orgasm for a week. Not even dreams. All my dreams were taken up by those terrible people in Marrakesh. I’m glad Mom let me see their dead bodies, because otherwise I would think they were still alive and flying to New York to keep asking me questions. I had to argue with myself they were dead as it was. Sometimes I’d look down at my breast, where the woman coughed blood on me, and say to myself, “Yes, it happened. I saw it. I felt it.”

But after an hour in the greenhouse, doing really boring, tedious stuff, I was starting to wake up a little. I was crouched next to the hose to get a drink, and I looked down between my legs and saw that everything was full and pink, lips extended and open, clitoris full and a little tingly.

India was standing next to me, and she saw where I was looking, so I handed the hose to her and she drank and crouched beside me, just looking down at my vulva.

I didn’t say anything, just dropped to my hands and knees, spread my legs and stared at the floor, and India rinsed her hands, turned off the hose and put it up, then she knelt behind me and I arched my back and she touched my opening, just a quick stroke between my lips, to make sure I wanted to be touched there, and I rocked my pelvis a little, which told her to go ahead, so she spread my lips and touched my opening, and there was enough wetness there for her to slide it around a little. She touched my anus, and I rocked again, and I heard her knees slide against the stone floor of the greenhouse, and I felt her tongue there, licking my asshole, exploring me, but really gently, softly, and I went straight from waking up to fully aroused right then, and after she licked that hole, she moved her tongue to my front opening, and I spread my legs and arched a little more to make it easy for her to reach, and her tongue pressed on, between my lips, into my hole, drinking the juice I was spilling.

With a little more arching, she got to my clit, and it probably took no more than 10 strokes there to get me to orgasm. Not a screaming climax at all, not like some of the ones I’ve had with her, where we’re both shaking and groaning and practically drooling on each other. But a nice, solid cum, me panting while my sex organ contracted, and I even squirted a little, onto India’s tongue and onto the floor of the greenhouse too.

It was like that farm guy in the woods. No words spoken. No words, necessary. I panted out a little, took a deep breath, and then I stood and went to the next little row of seedlings. Somehow, India, without knowing anything that had been done to me in Marrakesh, knew the right things to do right then.

I couldn’t help but check India’s opening the next time she bent over away from me, and I saw her in a slight state of arousal, lips a little fuller than usual, some juice in her slit, and when she stood and turned, my eyes went to her nipples, as full and hard as they ever get.

She saw where I was looking and smiled. She wasn’t going to ask for anything, but I knew she wouldn’t mind being offered.

“Inside now?” I asked.

“Are you okay doing that?”

“Yeah, I want to,” I said.

We didn’t bother to get our clothes. We just crossed the backyard nude, went inside, up to my bed. Bruce was out running errands, so we didn’t even close the door.

I wasn’t up for force. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be again. It reminds me of things that I’m still recovering from. Maybe India knew that, because she didn’t seem to expect me to grab her hair or throw her onto my bed. She just climbed up and got on her hands and knees, since it was my turn to lick her from behind. First, I cleaned the lubricant at the mouth of her cunt, then got my tongue down to her clitoris to warm it up, then to her anus, licking her hole the way she licked mine, slowly, exploring her, but not pushing too hard.

When she was ready to cum, she rolled over to her back, and I put my mouth against her pussy, kneeling between her legs, and I licked a few times, and I was all the way awake then, sexually, and I had some things to make up for, so I turned to get over her so she could taste my hole again, and we came that way, both of us together, two hard, groaning, writhing orgasms, her middle just shaking under me while her juice streamed out in three quick shots.

I turned back around once we’d recovered, to lie next to her and kiss her, because I really like the way her mouth tastes after it’s been at my holes, and I noticed that her eyes were wet.

“It’s good to have you back, Cheri,” she said into my ear.

“Nice to be home,” I said.

Home.

I was being completely sincere.

She left like she always does, sitting at the edge of the bed, leaving to take a shower, and I finally worked up the nerve to check email.

Just one message from Benji, on Wednesday.

“Hey, sorry, been super busy, but how does Saturday night look?”

That’s it. No follow up. No “Cherise, where the fuck are you, why aren’t you answering me?”

I’ve gotten those from guys before, and I always hate it. Nothing on my phone from him at all. Just a few texts from Marcia, nothing major.

I answered right back.

“I’ve been busy too. Long story. Still free tonight?”

He replied within half an hour. “Yes, there at 5:30?”

“Yeah, spend the night.”

He showed up at 5:25, and I was done with makeup by then. Making him wait seems really immature now.

We went to another little town, one Benji picked out, and that was perfect because I didn’t want to be around crowds at all tonight. Small restaurant, good food, small bar where I had a soda, then back home.

He told me about his interviews, which are going well and seem likely to lead to a job in Washington, and I decided to tell him the barest minimum of what happened to me, so he’d understand when I stared off or kind of got scared, and so he’d know why my wrists were scratched up.

“I had to find my mom in Africa, and there were some people she associates with who were weird and violent, and they got hold of me.”

“God, fuck,” he said, and I knew he believed me.

“I wasn’t raped,” I said. “Just sort of arrested, and they put on the cuffs too tight, and I’m just sort of recovering from that, but I’ll be okay.”

We talked a little more about it, but I didn’t spill any of Mom’s secrets, I don’t think, and when we got home, I think he would have just gone to sleep, but once we were undressed for bed, I kissed him and got on my back and let him mount me from the front, just a quick, sweet session of lovemaking, legs spread and raised a little, but nothing too dramatic, both of us groaning out as he put his sperm up me for the first time in a week.

Benji was still here the next morning, and we were in the kitchen with India, when Mom showed up and knocked on the front door.

She hugged Bruce and India and thanked them for looking after me, and she met Benji and, as far as I can tell, believed that he was real and was maybe also a Rhodes scholar.

Benji went upstairs to shower and I went out to talk to Mom by her car.

“Where were you?” I asked.

“Queens,” she said.

“No, I mean, for the last five months.”

“Dusseldorf, mainly.”

“Why there?”

“I didn’t know anyone there, and I’m learning German.”

“I hope I didn’t screw up your retirement.”

“No you solved it. I’m not having that problem anymore.”

“Don’t more people want revenge?”

“People always want revenge. But they’ve got nothing to work with. Some of my people cleaned everything up after we left. Six bodies that will never be found.”

“Are you going to keep . . . doing that?”

“I’m looking at some new places in town,” she answered, obviously ignoring my question, “either Poughkeepsie or Dalton, there’s a 3-bedroom townhouse—”

“No,” I said. Just that. Like my whole body was saying no.

“What do you mean no?”

“No,” I said. “I’m not living with you again.”

“Why not?”

She looked at me. Not hurt, exactly, because I don’t think I can do anything to seriously hurt Mom, unless I did something physical. She just seemed confused, like if one of her spying plans wasn’t working, or someone was supposed to die and they didn’t.

“I can’t live with you,” I said. “I’ve already thought about it. I’ll worry that someone’s going to break in to get revenge on you. Or you’re going to disappear again. Or I’m going to start being like I was before you left.”

“Like you were before I left?”

“Yeah. A slacker. I don’t want to be that way. I’m done.”

“But Cherry, you’re just—”

“No,” I said, and I put up both my hands. “Don’t even say it. I’m going to see if Bruce and India will let me stay awhile longer. I think they’ve been good for me.”

“What are they doing that I didn’t do?” she asked.

The question was so ridiculous I just laughed.

“Ask them,” I said. “But let’s just say you got your money’s worth.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I know you’ve been paying them. They admitted it to me.”

“Tell me what they’ve been doing.”

“I’m sure they’ll be glad to tell you.”

I don’t think Mom is going to ask them. She stayed for lunch, and while we ate, everyone wanted to know about Benji’s interviews, but they wanted to know a little about my school too, about the classes I’d be taking in the fall, and about my job.

Mom and Benji both left around 2, and I hugged them both and felt really emotional over Mom, and cried a little, which I think is normal.

That afternoon, I called Karen and got back on the schedule for the next two weeks, then I did my usual chores around the house, cleaning and doing laundry and enjoying the feeling of normalcy.

It was just the three of us over dinner. I let India bring up my future.

“I think your mom wants you to move back in with her,” she said.

“I know,” I said. “I’m not going to.”

I took a deep breath. “Can I stay with you for a while?”

“Yes,” India and Bruce both said at the same time. No smiling. No big welcome or hugs. Just two quick yesses. That’s what I wanted.

“I missed five hours of chores while I was gone,” I said.

“Well, you—” Bruce said right away. I knew he would let it slide if I asked him to.

“Can you just do a fourth swat today?” I asked. I knew they’d probably let this slide too, but I was seeing a lot of things differently now.

“Yeah,” Bruce said.

I went upstairs to undress, came back nude and helped India clear the dishes, and then all three of us met in the basement, where India tied me to my stand and Bruce took my paddle off the wall and stepped next to me.

First the practice tap on the lower part of my bottom, then the swat, as hard and loud and stinging as ever.

“Fuck, goddam!” I said, and I thought about how red my ass was going to look in a few minutes, and just tried to focus on that.

Saturday, April 28 (10 years later)

I was going through old computer files a few weeks ago, deciding what to keep and what to get rid of, when I came across this.

I barely remember writing it. I barely remember a lot of what happened then.

I read it all again. And I laughed, and I cried, and I masturbated once or twice. My younger self didn’t know much about a lot of things, but I like the way she described sex.

I read it through, and then I closed it, selected it, and hit DELETE.

And then I fished it out of the recycle bin.

Then I deleted it again. And fished it out again.

And decided to give it a proper burial.

First I’d finish it, and then I’d delete it.

It’s bedtime, and I’m back in my old room this week, at Bruce and India’s, visiting between trips to Finland and Puerto Rico, the first for work, the second for pleasure.

I still think of this as my room. I spent two years here. And they were good years. Alexandra got the room where Bunker used to stay, a long time ago. And where I used to stay sometimes, too. I lived here until Alex was six months old. I changed a lot of diapers.

This week, I’ve been doing all the things I used to do. I’ve been driving in to Poughkeepsie to visit Mom at the bank where she works, and Marcia and her husband and her three kids. I’ve been helping India and Alex in the greenhouses. Alex has a knack for putting seeds in the dirt at just the right depth.

Today, I went to the farmer’s market with Bruce and Alex, and I saw some old faces. Ghosts, some of them, almost.

India and I dropped Alex off at a sleepover before dinner, and then the three of us sat down for India’s specialties. Pork chops, string beans, cornbread.

“How long will you be in Puerto Rico?” India asked me, in that same soft, Southern accent I’ve come to miss.

“Maybe a week, if Benji can get away from work that long. But at least five days.”

“And then back to Finland?”

“Probably,” I said, “but they’re threatening to detail me to Hong Kong, temporarily.”

“Hong Kong?”

“Anywhere the World Bank needs someone to argue with people about the dollar.”

“Will you be away from Benji?”

“For a few weeks. But he can live anywhere, so once I get settled, he’ll join me.”

“Global finance,” Bruce said, and he smiled. Being a dad has brought him out a little.

A little.

“You’ll never believe what I found on my laptop,” I said.

“Do tell.”

“Remember when Mom disappeared, and I had to move in here?”

“Like it was yesterday,” India said.

“Well, I kept a journal. I was writing everything down. Everything.”

“Everything?” India asked.

“Yes. What happened here, what happened with Mom, what happened in Morocco.”

“You wrote about Morocco?”

“That was the part I forgot the most of. Ten years later, it was still hard to read.”

“You could make a book out of it,” India said. “At least, the Morocco part.”

Through the years, I’ve dropped hints here and there of what happened in Marrakesh. Enough hints that I think they’ve been able to figure most of it out, and they know it was bad, and terrifying, and gave me nightmares for six months. Therapy helped a lot, fortunately. Years of it, off and on. Not just about Marrakesh. Self-perception too. Other things.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I deleted it twice, pulled it back out. Now I’m thinking of updating it and cleaning it up, and then deleting it for good.”

“Do you think anyone would want to read it?”

“I don’t know. It’s kind of long. But there are books about things like that out there that do okay.”

“Would you change the names?” Bruce asked, and he sounded a little nervous.

“All of them,” I promised, laughing. “Even mine.”

“A pseudonym?”

“I might just email it anonymously to an author who does stuff like that, and tell them to take it or leave it. If I see it in print, I’ll know they got it and decided it was worth publishing.”

We finished dinner, Bruce and I cleared the dishes, and I turned to him.

“I’m going to need it done,” I said. “Three, like always.”

“You always surprise me with that,” he said. “Don’t you hate it?”

“I do,” I said. “But not as much as I hate what I was before you started doing it.”

“You were, uh. . .” Bruce began, and his pause said all that needed saying, before he finally finished with the best word he could come up with, “charming.”

“Meet in the basement in 10?” I said.

“Okay, tell India.”

India was in her bedroom, so I leaned in.

“Basement in 10?” I said.

“Sure,” she said. She paused, just like Bruce had done. Like sometimes, before they can speak to me about certain subjects, they have to watch the ghost of Cherise Sylvania, age 20, slacker wastrel, walk through the room.

“And afterwards?” she finally said, with a slight blush.

“Yes,” I said. “I’d love to.”

I went to my bedroom, stripped nude and followed India down to the basement, where Bruce was waiting for us.

I walked up to the old set of boards Bruce had nailed together for me a decade ago. I used to call it my stand, but over the years, through my weekly visits to it while I still lived here, and my less frequent visits to it since, once or twice a year, I’ve come to think of it as my cradle.

My manger.

The place where I was lain after my birth.

My last discipline contract has long since been taken down from the bulletin board in the kitchen, but I found the last version on my laptop after a little poking around this week. The current version lives on only in my mind, though, and it contains just the single term we observed tonight.

I put Bunker’s old collar around my neck, and India bound me to the wood like she always did for the first swat, hands wide, legs together, all the way bent over.

Bruce took my old paddle off the wall, stepped beside me, tapped me once to make sure his aim was good, and then he swung, and the basement filled with that old, familiar “SLAP!” of hard wood against the soft flesh of a female’s bottom, and my breasts swung.

“Shit!” I screamed. “Fuck!”

END
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