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  Chapter One


  Like old celluloid playing in front of her eyes, the mellow glow of the neighborhood lights mixed with the evening fog making the world appear a little less than real. It felt as if she’d played this night before. Deja vu perhaps. Or maybe it was simply something ancient rattling through her chilled slight shoulders. She huddled inside her wool coat and took the steps of the brownstone swiftly. Her key in the lock, she was inside within seconds, setting her sack of groceries on the hall table where it teetered precariously until she had her coat hung on the rack by the door, her gloves and purse on the chair beside it.


  On her way through the dining room, she saw the light on the answering machine blinking red, and pushed the button. “Dana, this is Nick. We have stuff to talk about. Will you be home tonight? Call me.” Her only message, the machine clicked off.


  Nick’s voice froze her for an instant. Would she be home tonight or not? Would another argument with her soon to be ex-husband be as senseless as all the others, leaving her feeling more empty than she already did? She decided against calling him.


  When the phone rang an hour later, she answered without thinking.


  “Dana, you’re home. Why didn’t you call?” She heard Nick’s baritone doing its commanding best.


  “I didn’t feel like talking.”


  “You know, you said you wanted to do this amicably. We can’t really settle anything unless you agree to talk it over.”


  There was a long pause.


  “Dana?”


  “I guess I need some space, a little sleep, and not a lot of extra anxiety. I’m starting a new project tomorrow.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. Gordon found me this plum little expose on Ariel Broussard.”


  “The painter?”


  “Yeah, there’s supposed to be quite a collection of work that’s never been on display. Her husband wants to do a photograph book in conjunction with a showing sometime next year.”


  “Wow. That does sound like you.”


  “You see, my life is taking some rosy steps forward,” she quipped.


  “I wouldn’t want anything else. You know even if we are splitting, I do care about you, and maybe in a way what we have will never really be over.”


  “But we have to pretend it is,” Dana said. How easy it would be to warm up to his words, only to get herself tangled in another battle a second later. “There are just certain things that you want, that I can’t give you. You still dating Ellen?” She changed the subject.


  “Yes. And you should probably try getting out socially too. You don’t want to work all the time.”


  “Actually that’s what I was counting on. This job will be perfect therapy. Something I can dive into and never come up.”


  “Dana,” he droned.


  “You know something, Nick Padget,” she snapped at his condescending tone. “I’m not down, I’m not in mourning. In fact, I’m very happy. And maybe for once, you don’t have all the answers for me.”


  There was a long silence. “Yeah. Maybe not,” he finally said.


  “We’ll have lunch soon,” Dana said, losing the edge in her voice. “Next week. I can’t before. Will that work?”


  “I guess it’ll have to,” Nick said, sounding resigned.


  As Dana hung up the phone she thought of him, again. He wasn’t ever too far from her thoughts, but he was an impossible piece of her life. Something she didn’t know what to do with. She thought of the way she’d seen him last, leaning forward, arms on knees in the old rocker by the fireplace. A lock of his dark wavy hair was proverbially hanging loose over his forehead. Some women would find it sexy. He was intent, even vehement, his impulsive, energy-filled body eager once again to have her conform to his plans and his will and the determination he had to make her into something that she wasn’t. But it wasn’t going to happen. If there was anything that the past had taught her, it was that she and Nick were simply incompatible. She declined his suggestion for joint counseling for a final time, having been through the routine before with no decent results. She wasn’t going to put herself through the pain again.


  He looked up at her that day, listening to her decline his offer. He’d been kind to start, and so very reasonable. And yet reason was not a factor in the dilemma that put a wedge between them. She’d never responded to him sexually the way he wanted her to, and she knew now she never would. Unfortunately, love, respect and friendship were just not enough for either of them.


  Nick’s brown eyes change easily. They’re eyes to melt the snows of winter with kindness, or turn a warm wind to a blizzard with their cold aspect. But when she made her point to him for the hundredth time, she watched his eyes turn – neither hot, nor cold, nor kind. They looked empty. She watched his granite jaw line tense, the muscles tighten as if he was holding anger very deep, not about to let it loose. Adept at building an invisible wall to separate him from disappointment, one went up that afternoon. She knew he’d finally given up. It was time now to put the “Nick Padget” part of her life to rest.


  Fixing herself a salad, Dana sat down at her table with a stack of artbooks and old news clippings she’d been collecting for her new project. Ariel Broussard was going to make a dynamite pictorial expose, such remarkable things hidden things in her psyche that the world would die to know about.


  ***


  After his less than thrilling conversation with Dana, Nick hung up the phone, grabbed his coat and quickly left his rented studio apartment. Ellen expected him at her place in fifteen minutes and he was late.


  “You look miffed,” the svelte thirtyish woman said on answering the door.


  “A little,” Nick agreed, as he moved inside her inviting flat. He could hear a fire crackling in the fireplace beyond, and could almost feel the heat of it warming his cold fingers. While having been preoccupied with Dana up to that moment, upon seeing Ellen, he was jolted into a much more pleasant reality. Her voluminous red hair was clipped back at the neck, though little wisps of it were loose and sexy, framing her face, making it look as if her cheeks were glowing. Incredibly white skin and pale green eyes made her look delicate. Her features were the same. And yet, Ellen Dunn was hardly delicate. In fact, she was strong as nails, as hard-nosed a detective as he was. Maybe it was the beginning of the end of things with Dana when he hired her for his private investigations firm. She had all the sensuousness that Dana hid so well, and a dash of motherly kindness that always made him feel welcome, especially in her bed. She made his first dalliance outside his broken marriage more easy than he figured it would be.


  “Want to tell me what’s up?” she asked, taking his hand. Just feeling her easy grace settled him down, his flurry of agitation beginning to mellow.


  Nick shook his head.


  “Sad, I see,” she commented, leading him to her living room and the long broad couch where they’d made love the first time. Just sitting on the surface of golden tapestry with the muted roses splashed all over it brought the aroma of Ellen to his nostrils, her perfume must have been everywhere in the room.


  “Not sad now, not with you,” he said.


  “But you’re thinking of Dana,” she said.


  “I don’t have to think of Dana at all. It’s over, very over,” he said quite certain of himself.


  “Are you sure?” she queried him with droopy eyes that dripped with sex and concern at the same instant.


  “It’ll be easier when the divorce is final. Besides, as Dana put it so succinctly tonight, I don’t need to keep commenting on her life. She seems pretty happy, has a new project that will keep her busy. And I’m sitting here with you getting so horny, I don’t want to wait.”


  Ellen smiled. “I like the horny part,” she purred to him as she kissed his ear, letting her tongue linger for a moment. “Why don’t you kiss my ear?” she whispered to him, just before she tongued his again.


  Nick pulled her close, and pushing back her hair, found the long white line of her neck. Such delicate bones. He pressed his lips to her and then moved up from her neck to her ear, to her cheeks and then her lips. Her mouth opened wide as their tongues began to explore. The tease was making them both voracious. The swell between Nick’s legs grew larger still when Ellen placed her hands on his crotch and began massaging him there.


  She was feeling his hand too as it pulled up on her skirt. Skimming along her thighs it rested where she was already getting wet from arousal.


  “You don’t want to wait for the bedroom?” she asked.


  “No. I like it here,” he said. Tipping her over with her back to the cushions, her legs parted without thinking. To have Nick Padget with all his exhilarating fullness deep within her was what she’d been thinking about all evening long. As many times as they’d made love, she wasn’t even the least bit tired of it. She supposed it was his passion, that Latin zeal for good sex. He hurt deeply over Dana, to the point she’d wished for months that the woman would come around for him. But since she hadn’t, Ellen wasn’t about to give up on him the way Nick Padget made her feel, pouring such soul and life into her.


  Their legs scissored as they were half on their sides, his erection driving deeply, in a position that managed to massage her clit perfectly.


  “Ooo! Ooo! Ah! Yes, Nick,” she purred to him, all the conversation they needed. She replied as well with her groin greeting his, bucking against him. She sought her climax as eagerly as he was after his. The steady motion of thrusting and pounding making her reach for a little more sensation, and then a little more, and then more, until right there, right over the top, Ahhhh, she was there. She tensed against Nick’s body and rocked within his arms, hardly realizing that he was beginning to climax himself, the joint explosion a real first, and what a perfect first for a night to remember.


  “I guess you were pretty horny too,” Nick said, as he ran his hand through her wild red locks. Her hair clamp had come undone, now lying somewhere underneath them. The beautiful disarray of all that mass of curls made her look like a vision from a Boticelli painting.


  “I’m still hot, Nick. I don’t know how you can do this to me.”


  “It’s refreshing to have a woman respond to me the way you do,” he said.


  Ellen waited for a minute, letting the meaning behind his words sink in.


  “If you’re going to keep referring to me in relation to Dana, this is not going to work,” she said. There wasn’t a trace of annoyance, but she was being blunt.


  “I’m sorry. It’s just so easy with you. I keep waiting for the bomb to drop.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I figure that it can’t remain good forever.”


  “The sex sure can,” Ellen said. “I’ve got my problems, Nick, but sex is not one of them.” She raised up over him looking down with sincere eyes. “If it’s over with Dana, then let it be over.”


  “It is,” he confirmed. “And I promise, it’s just you and me in bed, or on the sofa. I’ll keep all my other wives and lovers out of here.”


  Ellen chuckled.


  “Sounds good to me.”


  




  Chapter Two


  Dana stepped from her Honda on to the sidewalk in front of the unassuming city house. Except for the wrought iron fence just off the sidewalk, a sure sign that visitors were not encouraged, it was a rather unremarkable place for Ariel Broussard to call home. And yet she had for nearly twenty years until her death. The dark brick facade looked too dark, and a little forbidding; the smoky blue shutters hardly made it more approachable. The door was black with a heavy brass knocker.


  Dana took her first pictures from outside the fence. There was already something about this project that was grabbing her imagination. Ariel Broussard was an art world mystery she couldn’t wait to unravel. And yet as much as she was attracted to her imaginings, she was a little fearful the way she shivered viewing the plain brick house. The shiver was only made worse seeing that someone was at the front window peeking out at her. It was a woman’s face, a blonde she thought, but she couldn’t tell for certain as quickly as it came and went. Shaking off the odd sensation, Dana picked up her camera bag and opened the latch to the iron gate. Swinging the heavy thing aside, she took the short flight of stairs and rapped on the door, the brass knocker falling heavily against the metal plate, announcing her arrival.


  When the front door opened, Dana was initially taken aback by the man that greeted her. His imposing form loomed over her five feet, four inches, so she felt much smaller than she was accustomed to.


  “Dana Padget?” the man inquired in a soft voice.


  “Yes.” She reached out to shake his hand, and he held it firmly as he drew her into the house.


  “Lucien Broussard,” he introduced himself with a welcoming smile. A man of about forty, with a dash of gray in his brown hair, he had thoughtful blue eyes, a sharp nose and just a half smile. Though his size was imposing, he was clearly gentle. He was the kind of man that could blend into the walls, perhaps a bit timid, and yet still exude a quiet sexual energy, that at this moment with Dana, was wrapping its way around her like vapors of smoke.


  Lucien Broussard looked at her, glancing from head to toe, taking in every bit of her small frame, her short brown hair that brushed her jawline, and was just a little messy on top, having just pulled her camera off from over her head. The slightly harried look on her face was a little sexy.


  Staring at him Dana cocked her head, which could have been considered flirtatious by someone that didn’t know her. She appeared plain on first glance, but there’d always been a beauty that rose above those plain features. Her gray-blue eyes were sometimes deep and at other times flat and empty. Looking at Lucien Broussard now, they were simply inquisitive.


  For herself, Dana was delighted to find an unassuming man, gentle enough to calm her trepidation.


  “Mr. Broussard, it’s a delight to meet you. I’ve been quite excited about this project since we first talked.”


  “Yes. I’m excited too,” he replied. “To put Ariel’s work into some kind of appropriate retrospective has been long overdue.” Beginning to move out of the entry, Lucien showed her into the parlor. “And Miss Padget, please call me Lucien.”


  She smiled. “If you’ll call me Dana. I’m actually Mrs. Padget at least for the next few weeks, though I’d like to forget that fact.”


  “You’re divorcing your husband?”


  “Yes,” she said quietly. Dana sighed, wishing that she hadn’t even mentioned her personal problem. The man was already taking it upon himself to feel sorry for her, and that’s the last thing she wanted.


  “Mr. Broussard, Lucien,” she corrected herself. “I consider this project to be a first rate opportunity for me, one that will help me distance myself from the other things going on in my life. I’m certainly not going to mourn an empty marriage.”


  Lucien nodded, and gave her another half-smile.


  “Then let’s get on with the book, shall we?”


  Odd, for the first time since Dana could remember, she was feeling a slight sexual rush in the presence of a man. And from such an unexpected source, she was a little in awe. Perhaps it was a natural feeling she should have all the time in the company of men, but she rarely gave herself the opportunity to feel such things since she was rarely in the company of a man other than her husband. There’d been no sexual rush between her and Nick for some time.


  “I suppose you’ll want to see the gallery first?” he suggested.


  “I think I’d rather talk first. Get to know you and how you viewed your wife.”


  There was a quick spark in his eyes at the mention of Ariel. “Perhaps that is wise,” he said. “You understand, she will always be close to my heart. In this place,” he stared around at the dour gray papered walls, and the thick navy blue curtains and the massive well-oiled furniture, “she lives here even now, even though she’s been gone so many years.” He was in awe of his own pronouncement.


  “I can imagine that,” she replied, “certainly the kind of woman she was, she made an imprint on everything she touched, and this being her house — I suppose it’s not changed much since she died?”


  “No,” he replied. “I find her presence comforting.”


  He was a man who exuded such ties to the past, from the formal way he dressed, to his old-fashioned polite manner, to the way he obviously revered his dead wife. He had always been considered a bit of an oddity marrying a woman twice his age when he was just a twenty year old art student. However they were reported to have had a very affectionate relationship until her death some ten years later.


  “Are you an artist too?” Dana asked.


  “You guessed as much?” he said. “How intuitive.”


  “It was just a guess,” she said, pleased with herself.


  “Although, I plan to put my own work aside to work with you. I suppose I need to traipse through all those paintings one more time; and to have someone to do that with — well, it will be welcome.”


  “Then there’s a lot of her work to review?”


  “Several rooms and an attic full. And some is not in very good condition. I was hoping you’d help me sort out the best pieces to include in the book.”


  “I’d be happy to help. I have had extensive gallery experience before I began this kind of photography. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than take a first peek at tomorrow’s art world sensation. This book, and the showing are going to be the most important revelation in the next year.”


  “I was hoping for that, and for your enthusiasm,” he said.


  A soft glow seemed to appear on his face as if there might be a candle shining down on it in the shadowy room, though there was none. The half-smile, a winsome one, suggested that he adored her, if that was possible to do in such a short time together. For Dana it only augmented her earlier sensual jolt of arousal. Certainly this was the last man she expected to arouse her when so few ever did.


  “I’m afraid it might be a time consuming occupation for you if you plan to go through all of Ariel’s work.”


  “I don’t think I would do the book justice if I didn’t.”


  He smiled again, looking on Dana as if she solved some tricky problem for him, that he’d been brooding over for some time. The smiled quickly faded however.


  “I must warn you though. Sometimes there are some strange things in this house.”


  “Oh?”


  “Some would say it’s haunted. Though if that’s true, it’s a very pleasant haunting.”


  “Haunted?” Dana was suspicious, as rational as she was, though if there was a place that could be haunted, it would be this house. The chill that had raced up her spine when she first looked at the place was there again. She shivered this time so that it showed.


  “I’ve scared you, haven’t I?”


  “Actually, I think I’ll welcome such an interesting assignment,” she said.


  “Of course there are the circumstances of Ariel’s death that trouble some people.”


  “I’ve heard rumors, but nothing concrete,” Dana said.


  “It was murder, pure and simple. Pushed down the stairs.”


  “Oh!” The shock registered on her face.


  “But, if this could sound positive at all. It was quite the way she would have wanted it.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “She was made for murder, the way she lived, her life, her paintings. But we can talk of that more later.”


  The confession stunned her, not sure what it meant and why Lucien was leaving her with just an obscure thought. “Surely, you don’t think that Ariel walks through this house a disconnected soul?” Dana asked, her comment almost whimsical the way she said it as she tried to lightened the darkness that seemed to creep up on her expectantly.


  “No, not at all. She’s not disconnected from the house, quite the contrary.” He looked at her puzzled face. “I’m sure you’ll understand when you’ve spent more time here.”


  For the first time since her arrival Dana felt ill at ease. Lucien Broussard’s demeanor had changed ever so slightly at the discussion of his wife’s death, and yet it had been a subject he’d raised himself.


  “Well, perhaps you’d like more information on her painting history, since that is the subject of the book,” he jumped in, his dour expression changing to one light-filled, his eyes almost twinkling at the deliberate change in the conversation.


  “By all means,” Dana replied. As curious as she was about the “circumstances of Ariel’s death” she found herself anxious to move on to other things.


  “My wife was quite the painter when I met her. I was quite young and Ariel was already in her late thirties. The age difference didn’t seem to matter however, as we connected so well on so many levels. I must warn you, some of her paintings, particularly the ones that I’ll unveil for you are rather erotically provocative.”


  “Much of her work that I’ve seen has an erotic quality,” Dana said, remembering the paintings she’d been reviewing in the last few days.


  “Oh, you have no idea. What has been sold and what hangs for public display are quite tame compared with much of her later work. I’m sure some people will have difficulty with its content.”


  “And do you?” Dana asked. Again the man’s expression was odd, a little strained, but whimsical as well.


  He smiled broadly, “Oh heavens no,” he said. “My wife’s work inspired much in me.”


  “Inspired your own art?” Dana asked.


  He chuckled.


  “I’m afraid not.” He almost looked embarrassed. “She often used me as her model, and our sessions could be quite stimulating.”


  The little shudder that traversed Dana’s body was definitely sexual and unexpected. The softness of Lucien’s manner had a distinctly sexual appeal.


  “I see. So, you’re telling me that Ariel’s paintings changed in subject matter after her marriage to you?”


  He looked at her thoughtfully, the reply to her question obviously not an easy one. “I wouldn’t call it a change. But I imagine our marriage did point her in a particular direction that she might not have gone otherwise.”


  “A sexual direction?”


  “My wife, Ms. Padget, Dana, was a passionate woman, though her passions were sometimes difficult for her to express. I would say that our marriage opened her up to many things that she’d denied herself. Your being too young to know the local smut on the subject, I should confess that I was considered quite the cad in her life. At the time, she was married to Arthur Tipton?”


  “Of course,” Dana said, the Tipton name appeared on buildings, streets and libraries all over town.”


  “My affair with her was scandalous at best, a tragedy, even disaster at worst. It was an embarrassment to the Tipton family, a disgrace to their rigid old world thinking. But for Ariel, it was liberation. It liberated her artwork to an astounding degree. It’s only now that she’s been gone ten years, and the heat of the scandal has died away that I think the world is ready to see what was really in her heart.”


  “Ten years is a long time.”


  “People who were acquainted with that time and the circumstances of her death will never forget what happened. But the world has changed a great deal, and I do think it’s ready to view her art in the proper light. I’m afraid it would have been perceived as mere pornography at the time.”


  “It’s that suggestive?”


  “It’s art first, ma’am.” Lucien was defensive, as if he’d spent a great deal of time being defensive about this subject.


  “There is much great art that rides a delicate border,” Dana offered.


  “You’re very right, and I do believe that Ariel’s falls into that category.”


  “If you don’t mind my prying more. I do think this is a fascinating subject. You say her art changed directions with your love affair?”


  “Indeed it did,” Lucien replied.


  “But you became more than lovers.”


  “Once the scandal was out, the Tiptons were insistent that Arthur divorce her – a fact that was accomplished in a matter of weeks. We were free to marry, which I count as one of my life’s greatest blessings.” Lucien smiled triumphantly, as if it had happened just days before.


  “I can see the romance in your eyes.” Dana found herself responding easily to his sudden facial changes, from his dour grimace, to the light-filled wonder and even the sly indication of something deliciously sordid. He was a charming man.


  “It was romance in the classic sense. I was so lucky to have her. Such a vibrant nymph.”


  “And you were so young.” Dana was amazed by the profound way Lucien spoke of his life’s love — the reverence and affection were refreshing.


  “You hold that against a relationship?” he wondered aloud.


  She shook her head. “I could never do that,” she replied. “I’m hardly one to speak of love in the pure romantic sense, since I’ve never experienced it.”


  “Never? Not even with your husband?”


  She thought for a minute.


  “No, never. I suppose I should have. Nick is a dashing, sexy man. But I never felt what I was supposed to feel.”


  “How do you know?” Lucien asked.


  “I know I didn’t feel enough. No chemistry, no rapture, no bells and whistles.” She laughed and he smiled at her adoringly.


  “He must have been the wrong man. There are passions in you,” Lucien said kindly.


  Dana blushed.


  “I’m sorry if I’ve embarrassed you. But you remind me of Ariel.”


  “Really?”


  “She was a little bottled up when I met her.”


  “Bottled up?”


  “Her passions, her sexual passions,” he clarified.


  “And you think I am too?”


  “I think you haven’t had the right man in your life.”


  “I’m sure I haven’t,” Dana replied. She felt slightly uneasy with this line of conversation, but it was a fleeting discomfort, for Lucien, as incisive as he seemed to be with his observations, wrapped his words in kindness, so much so it almost seemed natural talking to this man in such an intimate way. “So, tell me, how did you meet your wife?”


  He thought back in time. As he did, his head tilted slightly and his eyes caught sight of the ceiling, in itself a breathtaking sight. Dana looked up at it too, seeing how some painter, like Michelangelo had created an ethereal mural of cherubs among the clouds so that it looked like there was a celestial choir singing above them.


  “I was an art student. I loved Ariel’s work. I studied at the Tipton museum just so I could see her every once and a while. She was a bit of goddess to me at the start. When she came into the museum wearing her long flowing dresses, she looked like an angel or even sometimes a voluptuary from a Maxfield Parrish painting. She was a vision, her contralto voice mesmerizing. She flirted with me from the start. It was said by some that she liked to flirt, as long as it was safe. Of course, her marriage to Arthur made it safe. She was always gadding about the museum casting lascivious glances at the single men there, and at me.”


  Lucien looked at Dana as if he wondered if he should continue with his monologue. Deciding to proceed, his eyes lit darkly and narrowed. “I suppose I was more forward than most,” he began again, “I cornered her one day in a back hallway. I pressed myself against her body and kissed her. I thought it was a perfectly logical thing to do, since she was in the habit of raising my desires in her brazen way. I was actually a little angry that she thought she could display herself that way, and I simply wanted to teach her a lesson. Of course now that’s something a man could never get away with. But then, to my surprise, she responded to my affections. When I kissed her, she kissed back. When my hand went to her bottom with a gentle squeeze she moved her groin against me like she wanted more.


  “I suppose she really did want to be pursued for all her flirtatious ways. I was taken aback by her forwardness, after my own, though I didn’t let her know that. Once the kiss was over with, I backed away and left her standing in that corner alone. After that, she was all smiles around me, her twinkling eyes looked as if there were flames inside, burning with a light from some subterranean source. Sometimes she was skittish and silly with other men who might toy with her. But she never was with me. I think she was in awe of me, if I can be so bold.”


  “So you pursued her?”


  “We pursued each other, but we were very cautious for several months. Sometimes I’d see her everyday flitting about me as I was preparing for my thesis at one of the museum library’s work tables. Sometimes I wouldn’t see her for a week. Once, she sat down in front of me and just stared. She was wearing this diaphanous blue dress. I remember it well, the way it matched the blue in her eyes, the color of clear ocean water, almost turquoise. I swore she was wearing tinted contacts her eyes had such a vivid color, but she wasn’t.” Lucien chuckled at his memories. “Ariel had no slip on under the dress. When she leaned in against the table, I could see her breasts from underneath. You don’t mind this detailed a recounting?” For just an instant he remembered the journalist in the room.


  “No, not at all,” Dana answered. She was mesmerized by the story.


  “Well,” he shook his head, still amazed, “I could see the wide aureoles about her nipples, the pink color. And the more she stared at me, the more those tiny nipples turned into the most delicate hard buds. I must admit I stared at them for some time unable to take my eyes off of them. I know she was playing with me, getting back at me for my previous boldness, trying to see if I would squirm or turn away. For an instant, I was taken off guard by her brash titillation, but I recouped and then stared into her eyes. “You want more, don’t you?” I asked. “Hush!” she said in the softest whisper, as her finger went to her lips. Then, with her dancing eyes, that seemed to darken as she’d become more sexually engaged, she crooked that finger at me, and we retreated to another empty corner of the building, behind scaffolding where they were making repairs.


  “I had my hands all over her. Even though she was feigning protest at every gesture, she was inviting me with the next. I pulled up her dress and tore into her body, my hands gliding over the smooth surfaces of her thighs and belly. She undulated in my arms, practically swooned in them. You would have thought the woman had had no sex for years the way her body exploded in a fraction of a second. She was limp in my arms for just a moment. And then, she scampered away.”


  “Oh, my,” Dana whispered, as she watched Lucien’s wide open expression reflect the way he must have felt that day. “And that’s how your affair began?”


  “It was a strange affair, you must understand. She came to the museum regularly after that day, and we took turns being the aggressor, pushing the other into nooks and crannies, back rooms and stockrooms, the attic, the basement, and even once we had sex behind the front desk. At first, all she wanted was her own satisfaction. She couldn’t even think of me and mine. Just pressing herself to my body, or a simple kiss was all it took to send her into a rapturous body state. In my youth however, I resented such self-centeredness. One day when we were in the attic of the building, I watched her faint in my arms from just a little tenderness. It was a breathtaking sight, as it had always been, but I was irritated with her, so I pushed her to her knees, drew her dress up over her head so she was completely naked, and I made her – please excuse my crudeness,” Lucien said as an aside, “I made her satisfy me.”


  “And she did, I assume?”


  “Yes. And quite admirably. She told me later that it was the first time she ever had “gone down” on a man. In fact, she’d never even considered that I didn’t have as much enjoyment as she did from our rendezvous. She was that kind of self-involved woman. However once she was made aware of my needs, she became very accommodating.”


  “So you were able to keep the affair quiet for some time?”


  “No one knew. And we weren’t even that careful. I think of the risks we took. The affair went on for a long time without being discovered. Of course as a twenty year old student, I really didn’t think about being caught. I hardly had an appreciation of the situation with her husband’s family, and of course the museum. But I know she thrived on risk. I’m sure that a psychologist would say she wanted to be caught.”


  “And you loved her?”


  “Oh, it was hardly love at the beginning,” Lucien replied. “Lust for certain. She was really daring herself, pushing herself all the time. I can see it more now than I ever did then.”


  “Not love?”


  “Not love, not then. That only came later.”


  “And what of her painting?” Dana interjected, suddenly thinking she should keep this interview on track with her work.


  “When we first met, she was in her landscape period, which she is still most noted for. She was just beginning to paint figures. Of course, it’s always been a fascination how she made the human form appear from her landscapes like apparitions. The more we were together, the closer her eye got to the bodies themselves, so that in her very last period, the one no one has seen but me, she’s quite detailed in rendering the human body close up, especially the parts of it that caught her imagination most. It did take some time. We were together ten years altogether.”


  “And when did you actually marry her?”


  “Our affair went on for nearly a year before we were discovered. I think of those as our halcyon days. The ones that followed were much more troublesome. If I’d known what she was doing, how she was trying to get found out, if I’d known the results, I would have never let it happen.”


  “If she was so unhappy in her marriage, perhaps there wouldn’t have been a way to prevent that.”


  “I’m not so sure. I was always good at confronting Ariel. She was as willful as a two-year old brat, but she was easily manageable and easily led.”


  “Then you were dominant in your relationship?” Dana suggested.


  “Many people thought that she led me around, that she had me wrapped around her pinky finger.” Lucien’s look was scornful at the very thought.


  “But you weren’t.”


  “No. I was very demanding of her. In fact, sometimes I didn’t treat her well. She was an older woman, so needy in so many ways. No matter how I might put her off, toy with her emotions, she kept coming back to me with her full heart and loins. So many things I’d take back now. Oh, I wasn’t abusive, surely. But I was cocky and brash, and sometimes she was so innocent and believing.”


  “But you did love her?”


  “Yes. I came to love her deeply. And I loved her with all my heart, and still do. How I miss her. How I wish I could have appreciated her more when she was alive. There’s no way to love a dead woman.”


  “No, I suppose not.”


  The quiet in the room was deafening, zeroing in around Dana, so that for a moment she thought she would scream just to break the profound silence. Dana suspected that Lucien, for all the years since his wife’s death, was still in mourning. He had a forlorn soul, so she thought gazing at his handsome features. How widely expressive he’d been in the short time of their conversation. She had the desire to reach out and take his hand, stroke it with hers for comfort. But that was something she’d never do, never be that forward, even though some women would find the act natural. She kept her hands to herself in her lap.


  “So, the paintings you wanted me to see?” she broke the silence. Feeling a little jittery, she hoped they would move on to some of the work that he wanted to show her. There was always time to fill in the holes of the personal story where it was necessary.


  “Ah, yes. There are some I’d like for you to see today. And then many more. You have no idea how much work there’s going to be.” Again his expression lightened. Though he didn’t smile outwardly, she was glad to see that as he focused his attention on her again. He cheered, talking happily of something other than his memories. Pleasant though they might be, they were as often painful reminders of his loneliness. Rising from his chair, he held out his hand. “I’m taking you straight-away to our private gallery. What Ariel considered her favorite paintings.”


  “And are they yours?” Dana asked.


  He shook his head. “Some, but not all. Actually, Ariel refused to put some of her best work on the walls. The prude in her would sometimes get the better of her judgment.”


  On her feet, Dana followed Lucien Broussard to foyer and up the staircase to the second floor of the house. Turning immediately at the top of the stairs, she found herself entering a room of some surprising size, she couldn’t imagine the old house taking this particular turn. Her mind was working furiously, trying to figure out the arrangement of the house’s interior space. But she let the quandary drop abruptly, when she gazed into the curious room. So stunning in its starkness, it took her breath away. The hardwood floor was painted as bright a white as were the walls and ceiling. An old-fashioned, ceramic, light fixture hung from the center of the room, the only illumination. With the light from it casting a faint glow on the walls, the paintings hung in a subtle, almost supernatural atmosphere. Dana quit following in Lucien’s footsteps the moment she crossed the threshold, for she seemed propelled forward by some mysterious force behind her. Moving to the far side of the room, she was drawn intothe first painting she spied, mesmerized by the deepest blues and greens she’d ever seen. It was Ariel Broussard’s style, but looked like nothing she’d ever seen before.


  “This is remarkable,” she gasped.


  “You’ve discovered her favorite,” Lucien remarked.


  “Is it?” she asked absently.


  Dana studied the painting carefully moving from one side of it to the other, finding as she did that the picture changed, almost as if it was moving inside itself.


  “Does everyone have this impression when they see this?” she asked Lucien.


  “What impression is that?” he asked.


  “Like the water in the picture is moving, and the trees, and that green meadow.” She pointed to the far side of the painting where it seemed the grasses above the bank of water were swaying in a soft breeze. She felt as if she could walk inside its cool liquid colors.


  “Is that what you see?” he asked.


  “Why yes.”


  “Ariel did manage to capture movement well,” Lucien answered, as if he was guarding the real answer.


  “And you’re right, there are bodies emerging from the water.” She could only see them from one angle. “I’m not sure how I’ll capture this with my camera.”


  “It will take an ingenious photographer.”


  “You must think I’m one.”


  “I wouldn’t have chosen you otherwise.”


  Hardly able to take her eyes from the painting, Dana remained mesmerized by it for some time. The more she looked at the waving lines the more she saw the bodies inside the water undulating erotically. Where at first she saw two figures swimming at some distance towards each other, the longer she stared at the painting, the more it appeared that the two images had come together in a sensuous embrace. She had to shake her head to knock reality back into her dizzied brain.


  Finally pulling herself from the powerful image, Dana moved on to the next work, strolling counterclockwise around the room. There seemed some continuity moving in that direction, a movement back in time. Lucien confirmed that each painting was dated earlier than the last. If she could put into words how she felt about them, it seemed that each landscape, while extraordinary for Ariel’s wild use of color, was less intimate than the preceding one. Reaching the last, the one next to the blue and green one where she started, there was an arid starkness about it. Brilliant golds like the sun shining hard on a weather-beaten face hurt the eye so she was tempted to squint even though the light about her was dim. Dana suddenly felt weak, like her legs were going to buckle under her.


  “My, I’m so tired, all at once.”


  “Tired? Would you like to sit a awhile?” Lucien asked. Seeing the wearied look on her face, he took her arm and led her from the room.


  “Yes, this is better,” Dana said. She felt better the instant she left the gallery, though she was chagrined by her swooning reaction to the display. “I’m not sure what came over me.”


  “Ah, it doesn’t surprise me. I don’t often show people that room anymore. I get such strange impressions.”


  “The paintings are really lovely … but more than lovely. That sounds so trite.” The pair returned to the living room where Dana sat again on Lucien’s sofa. With her host sitting next to her, his close physical proximity was once again creating a strange mix of feeling enveloping her body.


  “I understand their affect, Dana,” he remarked.


  “I wonder why such an intense response. I’ve seen her work before and liked it, but it’s never struck me quite so strongly.”


  “I think it’s the arrangement of the pieces. They do follow a pattern even if it’s not apparent at first.”


  “Oh, it was blatantly apparent,” Dana exclaimed. “I was reeling back in time. When I got to that last one, I felt like all the life was drained away from me.”


  “How interestingly put,” Lucien remarked. “You must share Ariel’s sentiments.”


  Dana was sipping from a glass of water that Lucien had supplied. She could feel the blood flowing through her as if it had been for a moment turned off and was now rushing down veins and arteries that had been empty. “When did she paint them?” she asked.


  “The first you looked at, the green one, is the most recent. The golden sun the oldest. The sun was painted just before I met her, the green one several years into our relationship.”


  “How did they come to be arranged like that? Did she have some sequence in mind?”


  “No. I’m sure of that. It was really a helter-skelter kind of arrangement. One day Ariel wanted to change the gallery and she pulled out a bunch of canvases that she’d stored away. I presumed she didn’t care about them. She took everything down that had been hanging there and then practically tossed these about. It was very strange. Then she insisted that I have the room repainted stark white, floor to ceiling. I must admit, I hated it from the start, and we argued about it, but she was adamant. We were going to have some house guests, and she wanted this to be special. I’m not sure she understood herself what she’d done.”


  “Did your guests find it as intriguing as I did?” Dana wondered.


  “Some yes. Stunned expressions mostly, and some polite comments. Ariel was a little hurt by it because she was so certain that she’d created a masterpiece of her works. Even with the lukewarm reception, she refused to let me take them down.”


  “And you’ve left them there all this time,” Dana remarked.


  “I’ve tried not to make this house some grotesque memorial for her, but I’ve never even considered changing the gallery, sacrilegious I think.”


  “Perhaps,” she agreed. “If not sacrilegious, foolhardy. I have no idea if it’s possible to capture the impact in the book though I’d like to try.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do your best,” Lucien said, confidently.


  Dana sighed, feeling much better, though her hands were still as cold as ice. “I really must go,” she said.


  “Yes, I guess so,” Lucien replied as if he was reluctant to see her leave. “But it has been an informative first meeting?” He raised his eyebrows offering the question.


  “Yes it has, Mr. Broussard.”


  “Lucien, please.”


  “Yes, Lucien,” she returned with a smile.


  “You’ll be returning soon?”


  “I’ve given myself several days to do my photographs,” she replied. “I could start next week.”


  “Just a few days?” Lucien considered. “You might be underestimating the time it will take.”


  “Oh?”


  “You’ve only seen a fraction of what is available for your expose’.”


  “And it’s all as remarkable as what I saw today?”


  “I believe even more so, Dana.”


  “Really?” She was wary, daunted by the prospect of feeling so much from this project, that she’d first considered an innocent romp into the world of an eccentric but fascinating artist. “Perhaps I’ll need my smelling salts before it’s all over.” She laughed.


  “Perhaps,” Lucien said with a disarming twinkle in his eye.


  As Dana was rising from the sofa she looked towards the door thinking she’d caught another glimpse of the woman who’d been at the window when she arrived some two hours before.


  “Who’s the woman that lives with you?” she asked, hoping she might get another glance at the fleeting form.


  “Woman?” Lucien asked.


  “Yes, I saw her at the window from the street, and just now.”


  “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Dana. I live here alone, alone with Ariel’s art and her memories.”


  “But —”


  He shook his head, his expression kind but firm. “There’s no one but me and occasionally the cleaning woman, but she comes on Monday, and this is Thursday, is it not?”


  “Yes, it is,” Dana agreed. “My mind must be playing tricks on me.”


  “This house will trick your mind,” Lucien agreed, his voice trailing off as he too looked towards the door himself. He gave no further explanation, but it was clear he’d not said all that was in his thoughts.


  “I really should be getting on,” Dana said, rising to her feet. Of course she had no where to go, but it was only polite to excuse herself. As fascinating as was her subject, as charming as was her host, there was not room in her heart for more.


  Moments later, Dana was on the street again peering back at the grim facade, wondering at its curious occupant and the spirit of a woman that haunted its corridors, either in reality or just her imagination. It was not until she was in her car moving briskly back to her townhouse that she realized the strong throbbing between her legs. Horny like a teenager she rubbed her hand where the throbbing was strongest. Her arousal was utterly bizarre but a distinct fact.


  At home a half hour later, she sat down in her living room feeling a steady rush of sexual heat attack her with such a generous burst of stimulation that she drew up her skirt, parted her thighs, and pushed aside her panties. Fingers found the hole wet as if it was gushing water, sex and desire in a raging stream. She couldn’t remember when she’d accidentally been so engaged without having spent at least a half hour of sexual foreplay, or watching one of the porno movies that Nick sometimes rented. She liked the wet, the way her body jerked hard as her fingers made excursions that they hadn’t made in weeks. Ariel Broussard was in her thoughts, swimming there erotically, her love life the stuff of her imagination. Getting inside that woman’s world reminded her that passion, warmth and lust could be as much a woman’s domain as they were a man’s. She marveled at Lucien’s story of the brash, flirtatious artist and how she wooed her husband. Most of all, however, Dana thought of Lucien himself, the quixoti genius of romance and imagination. It didn’t dawn on her until she was barreling over the edge of an orgasmic wave, that the man exuded sexuality in his quiet, simple way. He’d bombarded her all afternoon leading her to this climactic moment. For the first time in years she was in lust, and loving every second of the licentious feeling.


  




  Chapter Three


  How’s it coming?” Dana heard Lucien’s voice behind her. He walked on cat feet approaching her stealthily like she was being stalked. She would have sworn that he’d been staring at her when she jerked around to see her host, just inches away from her. She backed up a foot to ease the uncomfortable distance.


  “It’s going well,” she answered his question. “But you’re quite right, there is so much. It makes me believe that Ariel painted non-stop.”


  “She was a prolific artist, yes. Would be consumed for hours.”


  Lucien sat down on an unopened box, as Dana turned towards the canvases behind her. They were in an enormous storeroom on the third floor of the house above the curious gallery below. Dana had been sorting, photographing and moving the pieces for three hours that morning. She could see from the outset that Lucien was right, the task was far bigger than she first envisioned. Ariel’s work was tucked away in nooks and crannies and storage rooms all over the house. Lucien had shown her several places where she might find paintings for the book. They settled in on the main storeroom, both of them thinking that she could get an overview of the entire collection in this one spot.


  They worked together for a while, pulling canvases aside, hunting for pieces that were especially interesting, discarding others that didn’t immediately catch the eye. Lucien would ramble on with memories at the sight of each painting. And after the first hour, Dana shooed him away, when his ever present counsel kept interrupting her work. Not that she wasn’t intrigued by the stories of his wife, but if she continued to listen to his tales, she’d never get anything done.


  It was however, more than just the interruption in her train of thought that Lucien’s presence created. She found his closeness intimidating, not in a threatening way; but the same sexual arousal that she experienced at their first meeting was clearly happening again. She had trouble looking at him and not trembling. Even more flustering, instead of wearing a coat and tie as he had on their first meeting, he was wearing a loose fitting silk shirt tucked into a pair of jeans. The manliness of his virile body was evident immediately. Firm muscles beneath the shirt, tight compact thighs and an inviting crotch. She was instantly reminded of masturbating to the thought of him. In the same small room with him now, it wasn’t easy to handle his presence without giving herself away. Never had she imagined herself falling for a man like Lucien Broussard, though it seemed her body did not agree.


  “I think I’m beginning to get a better understanding of Ariel and her artistic periods,” Dana found herself telling Lucien. His presence seemed to demand some conversation. “It feels a little like climbing in a warm bath being in the midst of her sensuous work.”


  “I find that true myself,” Lucien offered. “So, is there anything I can get you?”


  “No, in fact, I was thinking of finishing for the day. There are just a couple more that I want to inspect.”


  “Then perhaps you’ll join me for lunch,” he offered.


  Dana glanced at her watch. Without a second thought she would deny him the invitation. Some excuse would come easily from her tongue, but that didn’t happen the way she planned. “Really, I can’t,” she started, but before she could continue Lucien interjected.


  “Oh, but you can. It’s the least I can do, when you’ve worked so hard.” As gentle as his manner was, he was unyielding. His soft eyes held her so enthralled that she couldn’t find words to object again.


  “I can’t stay long,” she said, but Lucien was already on his way out.


  “Just close the door when you finish,” he called to her. “And meet me in the living room.”


  A half hour later, Dana was downstairs, her camera bag slung over her shoulder, determined once more to decline the invitation for lunch. But finding Lucien and a lovely meal he’d prepared for them both, she didn’t have the heart to refuse. There was a small table by the window set with hand-painted china and crystal goblets. A bouquet of pale yellow roses sat to one side. She could smell the aroma of the flowers, their fragrance like a spring morning, though spring was still two months away.


  “Fresh strawberries in January, and roses?” she exclaimed.


  “It’s my revenge against winter,” he said smiling.


  Enveloped by his easy going charm, she opted to forget the passions still racing through her body, and join him for the meal.


  That evening Dana felt like a skittish child, lifted somehow by Lucien Broussard’s unexpected and very subtle allure. He was a deceptive man, much like his house, and his dead wife and the paintings that surrounded him. Dana couldn’t be sure what to make of him; but for the second time in as many meetings, she found herself afterwards so sexually turned on that she lay in bed that night playing with the soft, lush places between her thighs, imagining the man as he might be stark naked. In her mind’s eye, she saw him approaching her with a rising staff between his legs, she lying back against a cushiony bed opening her own legs wide in anticipation of the first thrust of his throbbing penis. She climaxed thinking of how it would feel, the two of them clasped together in their nakedness, chest to chest, belly to belly, and hips to hips. She imagined him a powerful lover.


  The next two days in Lucien’s house went much the same as the first day. Dana worked for several hours perusing Ariel’s work, choosing pieces she thought the most profound, and then photographing them. Lucien joined her often, filling in the quiet with a few offered tidbits of information about his wife’s work, and her state of mind when she rendered those certain pieces. His unassuming manner continued to make her sexual heat soar, but she remained just a little aloof, afraid of how her interest in him might be perceived. After ten years of being married, it had been a long time since she had had any kind of relationship with a man. She wasn’t sure how to act, or what she wanted from him, if anything at all.


  Aside from the intriguing personal situation, she was most intrigued by the assignment. The deeper she went into Ariel Broussard’s archives, the deeper she was going into the woman herself. At first the paintings she discovered were variations of ones she’d seen hanging in the gallery, or in books and museums that displayed Ariel’s work. The style of Ariel’s work changed however, as Dana found her later work. The images of bodies hidden within the landscapes became more pronounced as Ariel Broussard aged. Undulating breasts, quivering thighs and naked flesh abounded in seas of skies, and waves of clouds and liquid meadows of drifting grass.


  Pulling out one particular piece that seemed deliberately hidden behind a dozen others, Dana gasped in surprise when her eyes focused on the subject.


  “Does that one bother you?”


  Dana jerked and turned about. Lucien was standing in the doorway of the storeroom looking in at her.


  “Please don’t sneak up on me like that!” she exclaimed.


  “I’m sorry, I startled you. Here, I thought it was the painting that disturbed you.”


  She shivered. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just sometimes this place is a little creepy. I suppose thinking of Ariel and her state of mind, it’s just getting to me.” She looked back at the painting finding no reprieve from the nervous feeling that had been raised in her. The canvas was the most blatantly erotic piece she’d seen. Instead of hiding bodies behind the landscape these leapt to the surface with exquisite detail. Two figures, reclining in a meadow were obviously sexual engaged, Dana could easily make out the man’s penis inside the woman’s vagina. Staring at it for some time, the feeling of movement created by the pair was so strong, for an instant she thought the canvas had come alive, the embracing lovers moving rhythmically towards their climax as if they were putting on a show for her eyes.


  Feeling as weak as she had the night in the gallery Dana sat down on a packing box at her behind her.


  “Are you all right?” Lucien asked, coming to her side.


  “I’m fine, just fine,” she said. “But I’ve had enough for the day. I have no idea how I’m going to photograph this one.” She shook her head as she stared at the canvas in awe.


  “That is an important one,” Lucien agreed.


  “I suppose I’ll have to sleep on it, see what my psyche can suggest, if anything at all.”


  “I’m sure you’ll find the answer,” Lucien said. “But right now we’ll have lunch.”


  “No, not today.” She turned to him another bout of dizziness making he feel faint.


  “Oh?” he wondered.


  “I can’t. I have an appointment.”


  “Something’s distressed you, Dana,” Lucien said.


  “What makes you think that?”


  “I can see in your expression.”


  “It’s nothing, really. I’m just a little tired. It’s been three days in a row. I think I’ll take a break until the first of the week.”


  “A break?” He looked despondent.


  “I really have to. I’ve been so focused on this, I need a breather. Call it a creative move. Help me clear my head so I can regain a little objectivity.”


  “I see.” He maintained his kindness, but Dana sensed he was annoyed by her refusal to return the next day. That irritated her, though she was all smiles and graciousness when she left, and so was he.


  




  Chapter Four


  Dana dashed about the house, picking up clothes that she’d strewn about the place during the week. The landscape of her home had taken on a decidedly shabbier look since Nick left. Out from under his watchful gaze, there was a certain liberation in being less than perfect all the time. And yet, with Nick coming over to “talk” about the divorce she was determined to make her living space look neat-as-a-pin. Maybe she was crazy for deferring to him, but it seemed important that he see their separation as a good thing for her. She could get along efficient and sane without him.


  It had been two days since Dana’s last visit to Lucien’s, but the memory of his art-strewn house, his wife, and his soulful eyes had not faded from her mind. Feeling as if the aura of Lucien and Ariel Broussard had invaded her bones, there were moments when she was nearly driven to return at once to the old brick house; at other times, she wanted desperately to cancel the book and slam closed the doors that that eccentric pair had opened in her mind. Lured by the bizarre arousal that moved in steamy surges through her body, regardless of her fears, she knew she’d return to the seductive house and its surprising banquet of sexual stimulation. There were such tawdry thoughts occupying her mind. She wondered how pornographic the paintings would become and how she’d respond to them. She wondered even more, just what kind of relationship she was carving with her host. Such an erotic man. She thought of the shock of hair that fell across his forehead, the forlorn look of his gentle face, and how she’d gazedin lust at his powerful arms as they lifted away the heavy crates in the storeroom with such remarkable ease. She remembered how he filled out his jeans making the roundness of his ass so inviting that she was tempted to reach out and touch it. It had been years since she’d had such thoughts about any man.


  Dana wondered if Lucien viewed himself as sexual, the way she did. In essence there was still a sometimes formidably formal man, wrapped in the dressing of his classically formal home. It was only when getting beyond the formality, that Dana realized that there was quite a different person inhabiting the man’s body. He wore the mantle of his carnal appearance with an easy sensuous grace. It was difficult to understand what effect he had on her until after the moment had already passed.


  While thinking fondly of the warm, seductive sensations Lucien raised in her, Dana busied herself cleaning up the house. Throwing socks into the clothes hamper, her tennis shoes into the hall closet, she threw the pillows about the sofa in an elegant disarray. She didn’t want Nick to think she’d spent any time getting ready for his visit. The task was uniquely pleasant with Lucien on her mind, to the point that she was so lost in her musings that she jumped nearly a foot when she heard the doorbell chime. She waited an instant, trying to catch her breath, but with the chime ringing a second time – Nick was impatient as usual – she raced to open the front door.


  “Hi!” she exclaimed with a happy smile.


  “Dana,” Nick said seeing her.


  They stood face to face for a few minutes almost as if they were trying to remember the other, the last time they’d met and why they suddenly looked so different to each other now.


  “You’re looking great,” Nick finally said, ending the awkward moment.


  “Thanks. Come in.”


  They sat in the living room, Nick on the sofa and Dana in the over-stuffed chair. The rocker by the fireplace was gone, in the spare bedroom now, where it wouldn’t remind her so much of him. He didn’t like the couch, and that suited her fine.


  “What a glow on your cheeks,” he said.


  The way he looked at her was unnerving, like a different pair of eyes than Nick’s were scrutinizing her.


  “A glow?” she replied cautiously.


  “You look happy,” he explained.


  “What did you expect? I’d be unbathed and lounging in my pajamas, stuffing my face with bonbons and ice cream?”


  “No. That’s not like you. I just —”


  “I know, you just expect me to wither away without you around.”


  “No. That’s not true. I’m happy you’re doing well.”


  “Good. So we have a divorce to talk about,” she reminded him.


  “Sure. That’s why I came,” he answered.


  His eyes gazed at her with an uncharacteristic trepidation that she’d never seen from him before.


  “I guess you’ll want half the house,” she declared.


  “No. No I don’t,” he countered. “It’s yours. Got you written all over it.” He smiled. “All I want is the business. That should be a fair trade.”


  “Fine with me. Your business has always given me chills to even think about.”


  “So is that all we have to consider?” he said. “I think I have everything out of here that I want.” He looked around the room as if it was a last, final glance.


  “I can’t think of anything else,” Dana said.


  Nick leaned forward, elbows on knees, just as she was accustomed to seeing him when he had something on his mind. Thoughts were brewing in his hot-head, but it was difficult to tell with Nick just what he wanted. She kept the awkward silence and waited for him to speak.


  “I’m glad it’s going to be easy. I’d hate like hell for us to fight over everything.”


  “I’m incredibly civil, Nick. How many times have you told me that.”


  “Now, you’re sounding sarcastic,” he said.


  “Sorry. I just don’t understand why the property arrangement couldn’t have been made on the phone. As easy as it was.”


  Nick shrugged. “I guess I wanted to see you again.”


  “And why would that be?”


  “See if you’re okay.”


  “Of course, I’m okay,” she declared. “I thought I made that clear days ago.”


  “But I still wonder. You can’t stop me from that.”


  “I guess not. It’s just that having you around isn’t really good for me right now.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “I’m afraid of getting sucked in to you again.”


  “Was it so bad, really?”


  “Not if I needed a protector, and a father, and an overbearing charmer controlling my life.”


  “Is that what I boil down to?”


  “Pretty much. I’d suggest you not try the same thing with Ellen.”


  “Never with Ellen,” Nick admitted quickly.


  “Of course you wouldn’t with her. She’s got balls for a woman, ones I never had.”


  “Sounds like you got them now,” he said.


  “Maybe I have,” she replied, thinking that triumphant thought. How many times had Nick used that exact term with her in mind. “You need more balls, Dana!” he’d shout when she played the weak-kneed ineffectual waif. But no more. At least not now. She wouldn’t show him that side of her personality again, since it had always been an open invitation for his dominion over her.


  “I’m sorry it didn’t work out. I still don’t understand why.”


  “You don’t like the failure, do you Nick?”


  “Do you?”


  “No,” she admitted. There was an inherent softness in his expression, one that could tempt her easily into succumbing. She wondered if he really wanted the break up. Strange that Nick was the one so reluctant in this divorce. He had the girlfriend, the most to gain, and yet in the past two months, he’d been the one with the brakes on, not her. It began with an argument, silly charges back and forth. And when she spit out, “You want a divorce?” and he boomed angrily, “Yes!”, the die had been cast, almost as if something outside them propelled the thing forward without their complete consent. For Dana, the more the process moved along, the more comfortable she was with it; but for Nick, it sometimes seemed that the reverse was true.


  “And even if I’m overbearing, Dana,” Nick went on, “I wanted to see how you’re doing … in the flesh.”


  “So what do you think?” Dana asked.


  With the same suspicious appraisal and careful regard, and tinge of wonder that had characterized his earlier assessment, he viewed her again. “Frankly, I think you’re putting on an act -” he started.


  “What?”


  “A little one, because you don’t want me to see your apprehensions, but I guess I’m a little surprised too.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “You look different. Your hair and —” He shook his head, obviously puzzled. “I don’t know. I can’t really put it in words.”


  “Well, maybe it’s good,” she replied. She stood up, deciding it was time Nick left. Odd, that she was thinking he was different too. Maybe it was just her response to him. Maybe it was just left-over feelings for Lucien that had already made her horny, but she was feeling distinctly aroused by her soon-to-be ex-husband, an oddity that she never counted on.


  The phone rang, jolting them both. Answering, Dana was startled to hear Lucien on the other end.


  “Hi.”


  “Did I surprise you?” he asked.


  “A little. How are you?”


  “Great.” He took a deep breath. “I was thinking about your last visit, wondering if maybe it would be a good idea if we met on neutral soil.”


  “You think so?”


  “The house can be oppressive, I understand. I should have allowed for that. How about dinner tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow night?” she repeated back. Looking at Nick, she could see the quizzical look on his face.


  “If that’s not too short of notice.”


  “Not at all. I’d be delighted.” She smiled broadly.


  “Seven o’clock?”


  “Perfect. You know where I live?”


  “I have your address. I’m hardly the recluse you may think I am.”


  “Did I accuse you of that?” she asked, a tender smile appearing on her face.


  “I think that’s how you view me,” Lucien answered. “But I’ll prove you wrong tomorrow.”


  “I’d like that,” she replied. She was charmed right over the phone, and feeling even more aroused. Another glance at Nick and he was more suspicious than ever.


  “So, seven?” Lucien said.


  “I’ll see you then,” she answered. “And I’m glad you asked.”


  “I’m glad I did too.”


  The phone clicked off, and Dana put the receiver down.


  “A date?” Nick asked.


  “Yes, a date,” she smiled at him. “With Lucien Broussard.”


  Nick entertained a thoughtful expression. “Lucien? Isn’t he the man you’re working with?”


  “Yes, he is.”


  “There’s something more than just business here?” he wondered.


  “I don’t know, maybe.”


  Nick nodded. “I’d just watch myself, if I were you,” he said.


  “And why would you say that?” she said, annoyed. Moving toward the door, she couldn’t wait for Nick to follow.


  “He kind of jogs me funny. Like something weird —”


  “You probably remember the papers when Ariel died. I guess it was a mess. But that was years ago and it’s over. And frankly, Nick, I’d be really happy if you kept your nose out of my business.”


  “Okay, okay, just be careful,” he replied with a smirk. He looked painfully sincere, and condescending, and way too arrogant.


  “Dammit, stop worrying about me,” Dana exclaimed. She stood by the opened front door, lips pursed.


  “Don’t ask me not to care, Dana, because I will,” Nick shot off. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll watch out who you play around with.”


  “I’m not playing around, Nick. I’m going to dinner. Now get out.”


  He shook his head, feigning exasperation, as Dana slammed the door behind him. How dare he try to manipulate her now, insinuate anything about anyone she wanted to spend time with! It was just like Nick Padget, a fresh reminder why living without him was exactly what she wanted.


  




  Chapter Five


  The small French Cafe was tucked away in a part of town Dana rarely went. Amid small marginal businesses and aging apartments, the soft glow from the tiny storefront windows made it look decidedly warm next to the dreariness outside. A brisk night air with traces of snow tickling the face, it was a treat to let the restaurant’s lovely atmosphere cure the chill as soon as the pair stepped inside the inviting atmosphere. The cafe was bustling in a quiet way, as the lone waiter made his way swiftly from table to table, serving drinks and meals that steamed with robust fragrance. In the background, strains of mellow jazz played on an old victrola in the corner by the door, the scratching sound something to draw up memories of music before the days of tapes and CDs and sophisticated stereos.


  Dana smiled.


  “You like it?” Lucien said, admiring the look on her face.


  “I could count on you to find something this bohemian, artist that you are.”


  She stared at the far side of the room and the old wood fireplace, where succulent birds turned on a spit over an open flame, and a pot of soup simmered on the grate. A young woman tended the fire and food, looking, in her long dark skirt, like a peasant of two-hundred years ago cooking her evening meal.


  The busy waiter stopped for a moment and motioned Dana and Lucien to their table, and without a word spoken, he returned minutes later with wine to fill their glasses.


  “He knows your taste?” Dana asked the sultry man who sat on the other side of the small round table.


  “He learned it quickly,” Lucien answered. “And yes, this is my favorite vintage.”


  “And how often do you eat here?”


  “About once a month, I suppose. More often if I had a date as special as you.”


  Dana smiled, embarrassed by the adoring look he gave her. Her eyes coyly looked away to study the quiet movements of the woodstove cook. “I suppose you frequented this place with Ariel?” she said when she finally turned back to Lucien.


  “No. I’m afraid not. In fact, I found it just last year, while I was lost in this dreadful part of town.”


  She chuckled.


  “No, my dear,” he said sternly. “That doesn’t prove that I’m a recluse. You can’t tell me that you know this neighborhood well.”


  “You have me there,” she agreed.


  The music swam about them, as did the strong aromas from the kitchen and the fire. The first course of the seven course meal finished, another course appeared before them. The quiet between them as they ate was astounding, the way it required their eyes to meet, and some silent communication.


  “You said you thought I was oppressed by the house?” Dana interjected when their waiter left the table after serving them their soup.


  “It has that effect on me,” he said.


  “Then why stay? You certainly don’t have to live there.”


  “You think it’s morbid?”


  “I don’t know,” Dana replied. “I suppose it depends on what life you breathe into it now. You certainly wouldn’t want to let Ariel’s life consume you.”


  “Perhaps I should show you some of my sculpture.”


  “You haven’t even shown me your studio.”


  “I haven’t even shown you half of what’s in that house.” Lucien reached out and covered Dana’s hand with his. Her instinct was to draw it back, but his palm covered it too firmly, his fingers coming around to hold it tight. “The truth is Dana, you’ve breathed life into the house since you came. Just a few short days, and the places seems much different to me.”


  “Is that good?”


  “It was getting stale. And yes, I was even thinking of leaving it. Selling most of Ariel’s art, keeping the few things I want, and taking my life somewhere else. Someplace warm, I think.”


  “Obviously something has kept you there.”


  “I suppose. But with you, and this book. It’s shaken every-thing. The spirits are restless inside it.”


  “Like I’m raising Ariel’s ghost?” Dana joked.


  Lucien’s response was grim, something touched him fiercely. His warm hand had not moved since it had taken hers, and the warmth transmitted from him to her moved inside her like a tidal wave. She felt from him pain and sorrow and, at and exceeding depth, a place in him that was terrorized – though she had no idea why this occurred to her.


  “It needed doing, Dana,” he said. “I must admit that I’m using you for ill-gotten ends.”


  “In what way?”


  “You’re helping me do something I could never stomach by myself. But after you’ve cataloged and photographed my wife’s work, it will be time to move on. The more you’ve worked, the more I’ve come to realize that.”


  “You seem convinced, but it seems to cause you pain,” Dana observed.


  “How sweet of you to see what’s in my heart.”


  “Maybe when two hearts hurt, they can recognize the pain of each other all the more.”


  “Your husband was in your townhouse when I called the other night?” he said. He withdrew his hand, and left hers cold, then he turned towards the fireplace and stared at the turning spit.


  “Yes, he was,” Dana replied, amazed. “But how would you know that?”


  “I could feel the strain in your voice, like you were acting.”


  “You must be incredibly astute.”


  “I am,” he said.


  Again so quickly he’d changed demeanors. Now a little aloof, she was uncertain if he’d return to his earlier warmth. It didn’t matter what guise he wore however, they all had a stunning effect on her, drawing her closer and closer to him with each twist and curve of attitude. She thought of how he’d described wooing his wife, and she imagined that he was much like this. One moment seductively warm, the next indifferent and detached. And still, he was enticing her closer to him.


  “You’ll have to spend a night in the house soon,” he told her looking back at her.


  “Oh? Why’s that?” She transmitted her surprise at the suggestion.


  “Don’t think I’m forward, Dana. I have nothing personal planned. It’s just that the house changes in the dark, the very dark of night. I’m not sure you could stand roaming the halls and galleries alone. You’d probably be spooked to death. But it is a remarkable experience.”


  “Now you are scaring me. So, why have me there if it’s so dangerous?”


  “Because you’ll never understand Ariel unless you’ve seen all that she’s unleashed. She always did her best work at night. The paintings come alive.”


  “Alive. I’ve already felt that.”


  “Felt only half of that, I’m sure.” He was brusque, certain of himself, and that way all through their entree and the salad afterwards. Only when their dinner aperitif and dessert arrived, did Dana find his eyes warm to her again. He reached out to her, this time touching her face with the delicate tips of his fingers. “You will plan to stay one night this week?” he asked kindly.


  “If you think it’s necessary?”


  “Essential, darling Dana,” he whispered as his hand stroked her cheek, a finger finding its way to her mouth where it teased her as a lover might. “Is not the time for the erotic when the sun sets and there are shadows everywhere?” He spoke in hushed tones. She felt for the first time how their knees grazed each other’s under the table. They’d been doing so all night. As he cradled her face in his hand, she watched him, mesmerized by the sight of his changeable eyes. She felt his other hand beneath the table move to her knees to gently part them. Not that he could actually reach up between them, he simply wanted them open.


  “Why are you doing that?” she whispered, as his firm hand pushed her legs wider still.


  “Hush,” he said sweetly, with a smile. “You’ve been too wary tonight, too pent-up. When you part your thighs, I can feel your inner energy soar. Just relax, you have nothing to worry from me.” Saying that, he pulled his hand out from underneath the table and took up his fork to eat the chocolate torte in front of him.


  Dana gazed at him stupefied. He was right about her sexual energy, the unexpected demand reminded her that his over-powering effect on her was primarily sexual. He brought out longing, and steamed heat, and dormant desire, and something very raw. Even though her skirt was short, riding high almost to her crotch with her legs spread out, she held the pose, relishing the surge of sensation that moved from her to him.


  “You have me baffled, Lucien,” she said, taking a bite of her own torte. “And feeling like a loose woman.”


  “Isn’t that wonderful?” Lucien replied. “Since I met you at your door tonight, you wearing that lovely dress, I could think of nothing else all through dinner than you sitting with the skirt bunched at your thighs.”


  She blushed, unable to hide her embarrassment.


  “I wooed another woman just like you,” he said.


  “You mean Ariel?” She thought again of the tales from the museum.


  “Of course I mean Ariel.”


  Lucien owned an old Mercedes with broad seats, and dark windows, and locks that snapped tight after he pushed Dana into the back seat of the vehicle, his body descending to hers. They didn’t undress with the seats so cold, the snow beginning to pile up around the car. But they were warm where it mattered, in the middle of their crotches. Without saying a word, without even thinking of protesting, Dana lay back against the leather seat, and opened her thighs again, just as they’d been in the restaurant.


  She was ripe, her aromatic fragrance so strong she smelled it too, when he pushed aside the nylon panties and pressed a finger inside the warm wetness. His hand turned firm again, changing like the countenance of his face changed so frequently. With fingers driving deeply inside, she moaned, tears coming to her eyes as she felt the almost painful thrust of his hand moving against her. In the dark she could hardly see his face, but a shard of light from an overhead beam penetrated through one window, revealing a determined visage. She was scared but aroused by his remarkable expression. Inviting him with her arms outstretched, he withdrew the pounding fingers and opened his pants, the heavy hard thing inside unseen, pressed against her thighs. She could tell it was enormous, more enormous still when he penetrated her.


  “My, my my god,” she gasped softly.


  They moved, the rhythm easy, a sure steady love making. His lips covered her face with dozens of kisses, while he murmured things she could never remember. Her mouth whimpered faint replies. Lucien finished inside her, his erection exploding so she could feel the wild jerking cum. And because she did not jerk herself, or gasp enough, his fingers returned to her steamy center once he’d withdrawn, and he stroked her tenderly there until she climaxed too.


  There was wet cum from Lucien’s penis on her thigh, feeling cold after he moved off of her.


  “My god, I did this right here,” she gasped. “Did someone see?”


  “You wonder that?” Lucien remarked. “And not why?”


  “I know why. We were overcome by the moment.”


  “Then that must happen to you often,” Lucien suggested, already knowing that it didn’t.


  “It has never before,” she admitted. She pulled up to sitting, pushing her skirt down over her thighs as far as it would go. There was likely a wet spot on the back of the dress from their combined juices that flowed from her well rendered hole. Her hose were soiled, her panties too, but she liked it that way, for the first time in a long time feeling something this deliciously nasty.


  “You needed to be wooed, Dana,” Lucien said. “Now perhaps I’d better take you home.”


  They drove to her townhouse in silence. She had nothing to say, and then a whole discourse, but not making up her mind, she ended up saying nothing.


  “I will see you tomorrow morning,” Lucien said, when he’d walked her to her front door.


  “No. Not tomorrow,” Dana answered. “I have other appointments Monday.”


  “Then Tuesday,” he said. “It wouldn’t be a good idea to wait any longer.”


  “No, I suppose not.”


  “And plan on spending the night Thursday. I think we’ll be ready for the attic pieces then.”


  There was no negotiating the deal, times, days or her rapt attention to his project. He was decisive and authoritative, just when she was thinking that she didn’t need that kind of man in her life. But then too, he wasn’t like Nick at all. His assumptive manner was only a small aspect of his personality. So vague and mysterious were the other elements, and erotic, compellingly erotic. He was on the edge of something all the time, but unlike Nick, who could be like that too, there was no agitation, just an abiding peacefulness about him.


  ***


  They were halfway through the morning, Dana once again in the great storeroom finally seeing the end of the endless room and Ariel’s paintings stored there. At the very back of the place there were boxes of sketch pads, dozens of them neatly tucked away, labeled by years, part of Lucien’s meticulous care. She was glad to be at the end of this phase of work. The cave-like room was an oppressive place, and though Lucien had made sure it had good ventilation, it was nonetheless confining, making her feel sometimes as if the walls were shrinking around her, eventually to suffocate her mind, if not her body as well.


  When she’d arrived that morning, Lucien was strangely aloof, spiriting her off to the storeroom, while he told her he’d be in his studio working. Having the morning to herself, she was glad he chose to stay clear of her. Just returning to the house was difficult enough. To have had him leaning over her shoulder, it would be impossible to work. There were things she wanted to say about their night together, but she wasn’t yet ready to talk.


  She still hadn’t understood their Sunday date, the romantic meal, the quick seduction and her unexpected behavior in the back of his car. She thought he’d want to discuss the incident with her, but he was obviously wasn’t ready either. That, or he simply wasn’t disturbed by their spontaneous sexual dalliance. He certainly wasn’t making any assumptions about their relationship from it. When she arrived that day, it seemed as if he was perfectly satisfied with their business association, and wanted nothing more.


  Dana’s only cure for not obsessing on the surprising date was to dive back in to work. Her psyche willingly complied as her fascination was easily engaged pouring over Ariel Broussard’s art. After viewing the final canvases and cataloging the pieces for her records, she decided to tackle at least one of the boxes of sketch pads to see if there was anything of interest. Otherwise, she planned to ignore them for her book, since she already had too much material to put into the one volume the publisher expected.


  Picking up one of the many workbooks of drawings from a packing crate, Dana thumbed through the pages one by one, finding little to capture her imagination. Another, and she found it the same, just preliminary sketches of landscapes she’d already seen. She was about to move on to something else, when one particular sketch pad caught her eye. Scrawled on the outside in smudged charcoal was “Lucien 1977”. Pulling it from the box, Dana sat down on a packing crate and opened the cover.


  Indeed, Lucien. The whole pad was one drawing of Lucien Broussard after another. The pen and ink, and charcoal drawings showed the youthful body of the man that had ravaged her in the back seat of his Mercedes. He posed stark naked as an artist’s model, every private part of his anatomy in one way or another exposed. Was that really how he looked? A sketch of his erection peered at her as if to laugh and say “I fucked you well!” His muscled thighs, sinewy and strong, muscled calves, a handsome ass with cheeks that rounded deliciously into the mysterious crack behind, a torso of Grecian proportions to the rest of his body. He must have spent hours working out to be that virile then, and yet, she wasn’t sure if the years had changed him at all. More than once she’d noticed his firm thighs and strong chest. As Dana moved from one sketch to the next, she could hardly keep herself from rubbing between her legs, the sensation of arousal was so strong. She wanted to feel the strong hands and the muscled tighs moving against her. Her mind flashed from the sketches to Lucien himself and back again, as she realized what great erotic power the man generated within his stunning body.


  She felt like she was walking into his bedroom or into his bath, into his most intimate moments where his body was naturally aroused by the passions of lust. Like a Peeping Tom, awash with guilt, she couldn’t take her eyes from the lusty drawings.


  The man and the artist must have been aroused by these sessions. Dana imagined them entangled in erotic foreplay of the mind as he posed his striking body for her attentive eye. She could envision Lucien taunting his wife with the erection, wooing her, seducing her, beckoning her with his dazzling gaze, as she tried to put the lines of his body on paper. Dana imaged Ariel’s lilting laughter as she finally disengaged from her work, too overcome herself to resist the temptation. Falling into her husband’s arms, the two would have made love with steamy bodies clamoring against each other for their satisfaction.


  Dana wondered if these sketches of Lucien naked were like the other sketches, preliminary drawings for future paintings. So far she hadn’t seen any painting with his exquisitely rendered form; and certainly it would have jumped out at her if she’d seen it, just as his shrewd expression and rock hard penis lured her from these pages. Could it be that one of the “attic pieces” he mysteriously referred to now and then contained such carnality from this familiar source? She would wonder until she was given the chance to ascend those attic steps and discover what secret landscapes lay in that ancient dusty tomb.


  As she gazed at the last of the remarkable black and white drawings, Dana was certain that she’d only scratched the surface of Lucien Broussard. By the expressions in the eyes that Ariel had drawn and by the vastness of his overt erotic appeal in these drawings, Dana knew only a fraction of the man in the back seat of his Mercedes.


  Putting the sketch pad back in place, she felt a bit like a child having peered into her parent’s drawers, stumbling on some sexual smut. A twinge of guilt made her want to close the box up quick and push it back into the corner, but something else caught her eye which stopped her small moment of panic. Wedged between two sketch pads was a small 9 x 12 canvas, a portrait – the very first she’d seen in all of Ariel’s work. Pulling the oil painting from the box, she stared in wonder at the exquisite face. This wasn’t one of Ariel’s paintings at all, but a painting of the artist herself, with high cheekbones, her natural haughtiest and the peculiar blue-gray eyes that looked real and supernatural in the same glance.


  The sight was staggering. Reminded of the day in the gallery below when her limbs went weak and she couldn’t remain in the room, the same kind of dizziness made her wonder if the painting was trying to speak to her. It was almost as if she could see Ariel’s lips move and her eyelashes bat coyly as though they had some tale to tell. Feeling the picture come alive, she jumped back, and it dropped to the floor. Sitting back on the packing box, her heart raced like the wind. Then turning away from the startling portrait, she looked towards the entrance to the room, feeling as if someone was staring at her from the opened door. She gasped in amazement. Afraid that her eyes were deceiving her, she shook her head to shake the sight away, but there was no deception at all. There in the doorway was a woman in white, walking towards her as if she was a living breathing being. It was Ariel.


  Trying a second time to shake the vision from her eyes, it refused to alter even the slightest. The dazzling apparition descended upon her, beckoning her with a smile, an extended hand, and a look of sadness in her translucent eyes. Then, as the amazing illusion drew closer still, the ghost of Ariel Broussard began to disrobe from her ethereal garments, exposing what appeared to be an unmistakably alive and naked body. Her flesh was as real as Dana’s own heart-pounding flesh. The apparition almost upon the frightened photographer, the form of the woman began to disintegrate before Dana’s eyes, the animate ghost returning to its shimmering garments, and then disappearing altogether. For an instant Dana felt a cool breeze sweep through her body, as if Ariel had walked right inside her and then out. It wasn’t a chilling cool, but one that warmed her. Ariel was a sensuous phantom.


  Dana grabbed her heart first, at the clothes at her chest. She shook her head to shake the cobwebs out, and then looked behind her to see nothing but boxes, and paintings and her camera equipment. To her utter surprise, instead of feeling afraid, she was strangely calm as if there was nothing to fear from a ghost.


  “Dana, your lunch is ready. Come.” Lucien called to her from the door, and she looked to his looming presence standing in the glowing light from outside the room. His face was cast in shadows so she couldn’t see his expression, and as soon as she acknowledged him, he turned away from the door expecting her to follow.


  Too stunned to move at all, Dana remained in the storeroom for several minutes until her heart ceased to rage and it seemed as if normal reality had returned to her bewildered brain. By then, even picking up the portrait of Ariel from the floor was accomplished without a second of trepidation. Though not planning to dally any longer in this room of moving pictures and erotic ghosts, she quickly stuffed the portrait back into the box with the sketch pads, and closed the lid tight. She only truly caught her breath when she was on the way down the stairs to the dining room, and hopefully some explanation for her morning’s strange finale.


  “It was Ariel, I swear,” Dana blurted out, over her chicken salad and warm wheat roll. “You do believe me?”


  Lucien said nothing as Dana recounted her vision for him. His impassive face was impassive to the point of being annoying.


  “I’m surprised this hasn’t happened sooner,” he finally said.


  “Oh?”


  “Her essence is so much a part of this house, it sometimes reeks of it.”


  “You sound as if you’re bothered by it,” Dana observed.


  “Not in the least. If I had been, I’d have left a long time ago.”


  “Then you’re bothered by my seeing her.”


  “No, I expected it. In fact, I’m sure it was Ariel you saw peeking at you from the window the first day you came.”


  “I saw her one other time, but it was so brief, I shook it off. You really think she haunts this house?”


  “I don’t find it haunting, actually. If you think of haunting as something desperately out of sync on the ethereal plane.”


  “Then how do you explain it?” Dana wondered aloud. “Maybe my eyes have just seen too many landscapes, too many eerie paintings.”


  “It’s not your eyes, Dana,” he assured her. “Ariel was restless, always restless. Sometimes I think she remains here to keep me company. I wondered if you’d see her at all. If she was just my imagination playing with me. Apparently not.”


  “Does this mean her soul’s not at rest?” Dana asked.


  “I don’t know what it means,” Lucien said, rather wistfully. “I’ve lived with it for so long, I think of it as natural.”


  “Then you think it’s good that I’ve now seen her too?”


  “Perhaps.” He was being guarded and aloof, just as he’d been when she arrived that day. Talking of Ariel seemed to put him into his past, making him more distant than ever. It was not what she’d planned. She wanted to feel close to him, to talk about Sunday night. The disquieting thought that their escapade in the back of the car had been a mistake made the lunch even more awkward. She’d waited for the right moment to broach the subject, but it hadn’t come. And with this strange incident rattling her sense of peace, she wasn’t sure that there would ever be a good moment to speak of her feelings. Finishing the meal, Dana watched as Lucien placed his napkin next to his plate and was about to rise.


  “I need to get back to my work,” he said, already preoccupied with whatever had kept him busy all morning long. “You’re going to be all right in the storeroom?” he asked.


  “No,” Dana started. “I mean, yes, I’ll but all right, but Lucien, wait please.” She took his hand, as he had taken hers in the restaurant and implored him to remain in his seat.


  “Is there a problem?” he asked, fixing an intent gaze on her.


  “Have I offended you in some way?” she asked.


  “Why would you think that?” he asked.


  She blushed, finding the words to speak as difficult as recalling the remarkable moment in the Mercedes. Still, she had to say something. “We were intimate Sunday night,” she blurted out.


  “Yes, we were,” he acknowledged. There was little change in his expression, except that she could sense a softness that hadn’t been there earlier.


  “Shouldn’t we talk of it?” she asked.


  He viewed her with a keen eye, suddenly putting her on the spot.


  “You regret what happened?” he asked.


  “No, certainly not.”


  “But it was unique for you?”


  “Yes, it was.”


  “Your orgasm came quickly?”


  “Yes, it did, but how would you know?”


  “Even though you’re quite different, there are surprising similarities between you and my wife.”


  “Is that why you made love to me, because I’m like Ariel?”


  “No. I made love because I was moved by your passion. We were both moved, I think.”


  “And so, that was all?”


  “What do you mean, that was all?” he asked.


  “You’ve been so clipped today, so preoccupied, as if you wanted to distance yourself from me, not get closer.”


  “Humph. Have I been distant?”


  “Yes, you have.”


  He chuckled to himself. “Ariel used to accuse me of drawing into myself, so I wouldn’t get too close to her. I do that when I’m caught up in my sculpture.” His expression was definitely softening, his eyes appearing like tender jewels that caressed her. He drew his hand from underneath Dana’s and placed his on hers. “You’ll have to forgive me. I’ve probably been a boar. I woke in the middle of the night so inspired that I couldn’t wait to get started on a new work. I’ve been up since four o’clock.”


  “You’re obsessed.”


  “I’m afraid so, but if you need some reassurance about Sunday night —”


  “It’s not exactly reassurance,” Dana started. “I can accept that Sunday was just a freak moment of passion, Lucien. But I was hoping —”


  “Hoping for more?”


  “I think so, even though it seems a little strange.”


  “Strange to desire me?” he asked.


  “Strange to desire any man.”


  “You don’t consider yourself a passionate woman?”


  “Oh, certainly on the inside I do. But one of the reasons that my marriage died was because I was so frigid in bed.”


  “Were you now?” He looked genuinely surprised. “Frigid only because your husband obviously didn’t understand you.”


  “And you think you do?”


  “Did I Sunday?”


  She blushed again. “It was blatant, and scandalous,” she said, the embarrassment obvious in her voice.


  “You’ve never done anything that cheap have you?” He was smirking joyously.


  She shook her head.


  “Then maybe we’ll have to do it again.” He seemed delighted by the thought.


  Dana smiled. “I’m glad your warmth has returned. I really like it, that side of you. You’re such a strangely faceted man.”


  “You think so?”


  “Glum one minute, jolly at another, thoughtful and then petulant. I thought you shy at first, and then you practically raped me. Yes, you’re a strangely faceted man.”


  Lucien seemed impressed, but concerned by her appraisal. “I have a great regard for you, Dana,” he said, seriously. “I hope you don’t think I had anything but respect for you, taking you as I did. I should like to make love to you again, but I won’t unless you consent completely, and it’s driven by our mutual desire. I won’t cheapen love-making, I promise.”


  “So, is there something more you want from me than making love?” she asked.


  “A relationship? Is that what you’re wondering?”


  “I need to know, one way or another. I’ve never had an affair, something strictly sexual, and I might even like it, but —” she was rambling, afraid to get to the point.


  “Hush,” he said with a voice reaching out to her in tenderness. “I would never ask of you anything so one dimensional. A relationship? Of what kind? I’m not sure for myself. If you’ll indulge me, it’s been a long time.”


  “And a long time for me.”


  He smiled kindly. “Then, let’s take this a step at a time, one day and then the next. But understand, I find you intensely intriguing, and I love being with you.”


  “Even today? You’ve been so aloof.”


  “Yes. I know my work becomes obsessive at times. But,” he paused. “I think today my reserve is more than creative obsession. I’m a little scared myself, wondering if I over-stepped my bounds Sunday night.”


  “It was raw passion, you said it yourself,” Dana said.


  “And we agree that’s good?” The question still remained.


  “We agree,” she confirmed.


  The remainder of the day, the two spent apart. Lucien working in his own studio, and Dana completing the list of paintings that she wanted to photograph, trying to narrow it down, even though she hadn’t seen them all. She didn’t tell Lucien about the portrait of Ariel, or about the sketches of him. If she was right about the portrait, Lucien had painted it himself, and it was really wasn’t of much consequence considering her sudden run-in with Ariel’s ghost. And the sketches of Lucien, they were a secret she indulged in for her own pleasure, allowing herself to think of them without restraint, wondering when she’d have an opportunity to see all of him in the flesh. That afternoon, the effect of the drawings remained, the thought of them coming to her in delicious waves as she imagined her first real gaze at Lucien naked. It was beyond her imagination to know how that first time would take place; never had she dreamed the man would impale her in the back of his car like an anxious teenager. Making lovea second time could be as impromptu as that, or it could be something much more mundane.


  Dana knew that she’d been drawn into Lucien’s curious life. Some found him bizarre, even spooky. Frank talk about ghosts would no doubt disturb many people, if not make others think he was out of his mind. Concurring with him in his imaginings, she was also guilty of such craziness. And yet, she was loving every minute of the odd affair. Nothing like it had ever happened to her, such romance and passion, such mystery. She had no idea what would happen next. After a predictable life, this was inspiration.


  Dana left that afternoon, for the first time not wanting to leave at all.


  The invitation to spend the night was still two days away. She’d use those days to think of him, and let the prickly suspense of their lust arouse her even more.


  




  Chapter Six


  You know it’s funny, you seem to change a little more every time I see you,” Nick remarked. He was returning a book he’d taken from the house by mistake. Standing at her doorstep, he looked as if he wanted to be asked inside.


  “Changed again?” Dana said. She knew why, but she wasn’t planning to tell him.


  “So how was your date?” he asked.


  “Very enjoyable,” she said. She watched her ex-husband shivering in the cold, feeling a little cold herself with the night air hitting her through her thin sweater. “I suppose you can come in,” she finally said. For some reason, when she’d had such malice for him the last few times they’d met, she wasn’t really feeling that way now. Perhaps having another man to think about was the best tonic.


  “Thanks,” Nick said. He joined her in the living room, rubbing his hands briskly together before the crackling fire. “I miss this,” he said.


  “Your apartment isn’t so well equipped?”


  “Naw. I just got the basics. I’m not home much.”


  “Yeah, I know,” she droned.


  “Ouch. Probably not a good matter to bring up.”


  “Doesn’t bother me now,” Dana said, looking at Nick’s sheepish grin.


  “No. I suppose not. So you think you’ll be seeing him again?”


  “Who? Lucien? I see him nearly every day,” Dana said. “Remember the book I’m doing?”


  “Yeah right. So I guess that makes you close.”


  “It might. It’s too soon to tell.” She looked at Nick suspiciously. “Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind, instead of beating around the bush? I know this book could have waited, forever as far as I’m concerned.”


  “Hey, I don’t want to interfere. I know you’ll hate me if I do, but —”


  She looked exasperated, but was determined not to let him upset her. “But what?” she asked.


  “I was just fooling around the other day. On the computer. You remember what I said about Broussard, that I remembered something strange about him?”


  “About his wife’s death?”


  “Yeah, about her death. Did you know he was the prime suspect in the police investigation?”


  “No. I didn’t. But he obviously wasn’t convicted of any-thing.”


  “He was arrested. But there wasn’t enough evidence to make the charges stick.”


  “No trial?”


  “No trial.”


  “So? What’s that supposed to prove?”


  “That you should be careful. What if he is a murderer?”


  “He’s not, Nick. I would stake my life on it. The man’s a lamb.”


  “A lamb? You know him that well?”


  “I do.” She spoke with a steely certainty.


  “There was testimony that said he had a violent streak,” Nick went on. “Witnesses say he tore apart the house once. I mean literally tore it up. Had his wife in hysterics. She called the police, but she didn’t press charges. The man was a maniac from what I could gather. Dana you can’t get serious about him.”


  For the first time since Nick began disclosing his dirt, Dana was feeling something crumbling in her. “He’s an artist, and was possibly temperamental at the time,” she defended him.


  “Don’t make excuses for him, Dana. You don’t know what he could do.”


  “And you don’t either,” Dana said. “One police report from ten years ago and a little hearsay do not explain the man.”


  “Just be careful,” he tried again.


  “You really don’t want me to be happy, do you?”


  “Of course I want you to be happy,” he charged. He was seething angrily. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  “You wonder at Lucien’s violent streak, Nick. You might take a look at yourself,” she said, a pointed reminder of Nick’s hot-headed past and the testy altercations they’d had between them.


  Taking her comment for its intended meaning, he shook his head, and with the fury in him still brewing, he cast her a deadly stare and walked out.


  ***


  Wednesday at the Broussard house went uneventfully. Dana photographed a dozen paintings and Lucien worked in his studio. They lunched together and parted with amicable grins, with Dana’s sexual thoughts stirred all day just by having the man in such close proximity to her. She thought little of Nick’s accusations about Lucien. She couldn’t feel violence in him, couldn’t detect a trace of deception in his manner. She thought of asking him about the charges, but it seemed so pointless. She already knew the answers. There hadn’t even been enough evidence to bring him to trial. Why should she attempt to try him herself? She concluded that it was far too early in their young relationship to let Lucien’s past worry her.


  Thursday, Dana arrived with a happy surge of expectancy creating the most lovely feeling all through her. She knew it was sexual and connected to Lucien. When she’d held back in days past, she couldn’t this day. She hoped they’d make love, she almost counted on it.


  “I’m putting you in the room next to Ariel’s,” Lucien said, as he lifted her bag, and they marched up the staircase to the second floor. “I think you’d find the experience of her room quite amazing, but I don’t want to spook you too much.” At the door to Ariel’s bedroom, the pair stopped and peered inside. It was the first time Dana had been in this part of the house. She was too timid to ask for a complete tour and Lucien hadn’t volunteered. Looking into Ariel’s bedroom now, she shivered cold. Lucien was right, it was spooky peering into what was once Ariel’s private world. Knowing that at least part of her still resided in the house, Dana half expected to see her sitting by the window reading, or better yet, lolling about the bed in an erotic sleep. Regardless of the room being empty of flesh and blood humanity and even ghosts, Dana still got the impression that the artist lived there body and soul. She could feel the woman’s aura strongly.


  “No. I wouldn’t like it here,” she agreed with Lucien, stepping back from the doorway.


  He smiled, understanding, and with a gentle hand at her back, he led her to the room next door.


  “Ariel loved wildflowers,” he said, opening the door. “She decorated this room with them and would sometimes nap here, especially in the winter when it was drab and cold outside.”


  Dana walked into the bedroom, delighted by the vivid difference of the room from the rest of the Broussard mansion, which always seemed to have a rather foreboding feel with the oriental rugs and heavy tapestries and of course Ariel’s intense artwork hanging everywhere. Ariel’s own bedroom had been decorated in the same despondent style, though this room was altogether different, looking like a woodland fantasy with cheery flowered curtains, wall-paper to match, and a garland of silk flowers hanging over the window-seat. The earthy smell of straw flowers lingered in the air. Though Dana would have thought such a room would be filled with the smells of dust and mold, it was as fresh as a spring day.


  “I do have this room cleaned periodically,” Lucien began to explain her very concerns. “I replace the flowers, especially.”


  “You must have done that just recently,” Dana said, leaning over a vase of scented rose blossoms.


  “For you, yes.”


  “Then you planned for some time to have me stay?” she wondered.


  “You might say so.” He said, smiling. “It is adequate?” He looked like a officious hotel-keeper fishing for a round of praise.


  “It’s beautiful. I’m sure I’ll sleep well here,” she said. She turned to him, noting his pleased expression and the way her own mind was reeling forward to some sexual escapade that would have him sweep her from her feet and carry her to the bed. She felt a delicious pulsing in the center of her belly, as if he was transmitting his lust to her. She sensed by his expression that he was aware of how he effected her, but he said nothing of it.


  “I don’t want you finding my home oppressive,” he said instead, reminding her of a comment she’d made after her first week’s work.


  “Funny, you should say that,” Dana replied. “All that oppressiveness doesn’t seem so important. I can’t even feel it anymore.”


  “Good.” He was pleased. “I’ll leave you here for a while to get settled. Then later in the day we’ll go to the attic and see what you’ve been missing.” Reaching out to her, he stroked her cheek as he had done in the restaurant. A finger traced the line of her lips, and remained there for an instant. Her lips parted, a provocation to them both. “I know you’ll remember this day well before it’s over,” he said. There was a poetic lilt in his voice, his eyes transmitting sexually. She was certain he would assault her right there. But then, as if he’d suddenly changed his mind, his whole face brightened so he looked sweetly happy. His eyes twinkled merrily, and without another word, he left the room.


  With Lucien gone, Dana sat down on the bed, and took a deep breath. As sweet as this bedroom seemed, it felt as ominous being next to Ariel’s bedroom, as it might be actually sleeping in her bed. Dana declined the temptation to try the door that opened into the next room. What she really wanted to do was inspect it end to end: bed, wardrobe, vanity and bath. The pull of that curious woman and her private space was intense. But looking toward the door that connected the two rooms, Dana decided that it wasn’t yet time to venture into that place. She was becoming accustomed to the mysterious house and its eccentric master, but she was still uneasy about Ariel, and floating apparitions, and what appeared to be an odd relationship between the living husband and his long dead wife.


  After spending most of the morning photographing paintings throughout the house, Lucien found Dana in the library, his attention suddenly turned to her. By then, she welcomed his company, though she was uneasy about the purpose of his sudden appearance.


  “You’re finished with your work?” she asked him.


  “Oh, it will be days, maybe weeks.”


  “Really. I’d love to see what you’re working on.”


  “Ah, there’ll be an unveiling in good time, but I never let anyone see my work in progress.”


  “Oh,” she replied disappointed.


  “But I do think it’s time for a break for both of us. I’m taking you to the attic.”


  “The attic?” She looked at him shocked.


  “Yes. You’re surprised?”


  “As if I’ve been invited into a secret dungeon,” she answered.


  “Have I scared you with some dark tale about the attic?” he asked, rather stupefied by her response.


  “Not exactly, but your references to it have been strangely vague.”


  “Have they now?” he said with a bit of awe. Though not responding further, he continued towards the door waiting for Dana to follow.


  Climbing the steps to the attic, Dana watched Lucien’s gently moving behind as he led the way. All day the sensuousness between the two had been paramount. She’d felt it and knew he did too. Now it seemed each step they took, the passion in her rose a degree higher. Reaching the top of the narrow staircase, she felt her heart suddenly race wildly as if there was some catastrophe waiting at the end of her climb. Pushing his shoulder against the door the ancient wood finally gave way, and turning back to take her hand, Lucien pulled her with him inside the low, narrow opening. The last step just at the entrance was loose, creaking with her weight on it, the ominous sound as foreboding as the thoughts that traveled briskly through her suspicious mind. Once inside the uppermost regions of the house however, Dana fears were somewhat allayed. The mysterious cavern of her imagination was nothing more than a dreary, cluttered, cliché of an attic, and not quite as musty smelling as she expected it to be.


  “I aired the place out yesterday,” Lucien explained. He also nodded to a vase of eucalyptus branches that scented the room with their strong aroma. “I hope it will be satisfactory working here. If not, I could haul the canvases downstairs, if you like.”


  “No. This is actually much better than I envisioned it,” she said. “I’ll only need to remove the paintings that I’ll actually photograph.”


  “It is dusty. I’m glad you wore rough clothes.” He stared at her jeans and the old sweatshirt, his eyes resting on her breasts. With just this slight inspection, Dana felt a surge of sexual excitement. What had been passing back and forth between them all day long. Could he tell she wore no bra? Likely, the way her nipples poked through the fabric, and the way he couldn’t take his eyes from them. “You’ll be okay to work here by yourself?” he asked, suddenly looking up at her face.


  “You’re planning to leave me here?” Dana asked.


  “Does that bothers you?”


  “I don’t know. It feels a little creepy?”


  “Does it?” Lucien looked around the room as if it had an answer. “Maybe your apprehensions are more about me than his room,” he suggested.


  Dana looked up at him, feeling his presence envelope her as if his aura was a cocoon to wrap around her shivering shoulders. He moved closer and then leaning in, he kissed her, letting his lips linger.


  “You’re nervous,” he said.


  “A little. I feel so much when I’m in this house, or anywhere near you.” The confession made her cheeks grow hot.


  “Then perhaps we should take care of the lust first,” he suggested.


  “The lust?” she whispered.


  “What’s here,” he said with his hand going to her crotch, pressing against it so they both could feel the pulsing there. A stream of energy was released just by his touch.


  “I… I don’t know.”


  “Of course you do,” he said. He backed her to the wall, his hand fondling her crotch until she was moving with it. All from outside the jeans, she was shivering to think that they’d disrobe, that she’d see his nakedness, that she would feel his skin to her skin. Glancing to a corner of the room, her eyes rested on a cot she hadn’t seen before.


  “It’s what you wanted. To take me here, isn’t it?” she asked.


  “Only if it’s your desire,” he said. Both his hands actively caressed her. The kneading fingers drew from her body more sensation. One hand going up under the sweatshirt found her breasts naked and that seemed to inspire him more. He tore the garment off over her head and tossed it away. Bending down to her chest his mouth covered her nipples and sucked them hard, then with two hands squeezing them like baker’s dough, he pressed his kisses into the soft skin. Standing upright again, he undid the snap on her jeans, drew the zipper down and pushed them away. With her pants as easily discarded as her sweatshirt, she was left with just her panties, tiny black ones with lacy trim that defined the pleasurable erotic triangle of her sexual home. His hand diving beyond the flimsy fabric like it was a layer of dust, he pushed aside her pubic hair to find the wetness of her center. Strange that he didn’t move her to the cot, didn’t remove a stitch of his own clothes, and even discouraged her when her hands corsed his torso to disrobe him.


  “I want to be with you like this,” he murmured. “I want you in my power, like a sculpture I can mold.” He played with her that way, almost like he was rearranging the basic elements of her body to reshape them.


  She was gasping for air, feeling smothered and loved in the same instant. His mouth as demanding as his hands, covered her mouth with endless, devouring kisses. And still, when she tried to caress him back, with even half the passion that he inflicted on her, he denied her that, at one point removing her hands from his chest and placing them at her side. “Let me love you,” he said softly, and he dove into her again with another fierce blast. At last, he picked her up and carried her to the bed and laid her down. Purposefully designing the tender rape, Lucien turned her about so that she was on hands and knees, her ass end high. She might have felt disconnected, used like a whore in that position, but Lucien’s hands were everywhere, their anxious torment on every inch of skin, making her so wet and in need of his penis inside her that she wiggled her fanny for him as a flagrant seduction.


  “You want me here?” he whispered, leaning down towards her ear. She felt his lips touching her there lightly, felt his breath float inside. She jerked, realizing that one hand was playing avidly with her whole behind, first kneading her rear cheeks, then dropping between them to invade the private spaces there.


  “Oh, my god, yes —” she hissed for him


  She felt him behind her, pressing himself. His erection dislodged from his pants, it thrust its way to the hilt of her vagina, making her gasp hard, feeling as if she wanted to cry from the vehemence, from the beauty, from the thrill of releasing herself into Lucien’s power.


  “More, more more … ” she gasped to him loudly.


  “Hush, hush, hush, my sweet,” he purred in her ear. He drew her body upright into his strong arms and held her tightly to him, while his penis remained securely lodged inside. With one hand playing with her gasping mouth, the other with her jiggling breasts, he pounded her hard, and then harder still. When a hand dropped from her mouth to her pubic mound, he held her crotch in his grasp, and drove the shaft of his erection deeper still.


  “Good god!” she blared, wiggling herself as best she could on his fingers. They’d found her clitoris, hard and waiting to be manipulated. She groaned from a place so deep, she’d never knew it existed within her trite form. Climaxing in seconds, her pulsing inner muscles brought his finale briskly, and the two dropped down to the cot in exhaustion.


  “Why don’t you remove your clothes with me?” Dana asked as her lover lay sleepily at her side.


  “Does it bother you?” he asked.


  “I’ve been imagining your naked body,” she admitted.


  “Then you’ll see it soon,” he said dreamily, as if he was falling off to sleep.


  Resting in his comforting arms, she didn’t need her clothes to feel warm, or his nakedness to feel close to him. She felt as close to him as she’d ever felt to any man. The way he’d known the path to her satisfaction was an instinctive intimacy she could easily call real love. She drifted a little herself in the tingling erotic afterglow, before she suddenly awoke with a cry on her lips and a look of horror in her eye.


  




  Chapter Seven


  My god!” Dana was terrorized seeing the bold and garish color dance across the canvas. Embracing, intertwining lovers reached out to her from the dimensional surface as if to grab her crotch and bring her in. Their stare a shameful invitation. She shuddered, unable to take her eyes off the painting that leaned against the wall, left there by some errant soul, as if to deliberately incite an unsuspecting woman just waking from a sexual moment.


  Lucien, sensing her trepidation, pulled out of his slumber and turned her towards him where she buried her head in his chest.


  “What’s wrong, my love?” he asked.


  “The painting. Good god, I can even feel it at my back. I have to get out of here.” Her agitation soaring, she jumped from his arms and the bed. Grabbing her clothes, she took them to the other side of the attic where she couldn’t see the painting moving before her eyes.


  “Ah! The magic must be beginning,” he said.


  “What magic?”


  Lucien was at her side, with an arm surrounding her huddled shoulders, stroking her tenderly.


  “You saw that painting animated by the sun, little more than that. Come, let me show you.” He led her back to the cot and sat her down, forcing her to see the melange of purple color that was bathed in sunrays streaming in the attic window behind them. “It’s just a painting,” he said.


  Dana gazed at the multi-layered surface of the canvas, the forms of bodies distinct, facial expressions meant to seduce, and eyes – eyes that took their toll on any viewer by the intensity of the dark black irises peering out of the purple hues. It was compelling now, but not terrifying, and not in motion.


  “So why do you call it magic?”


  “Because that’s what Ariel’s paintings do. They surprise you, play tricks on your mind. You’ve already seen them do that.”


  “But not like this time, Lucien,” she said. “I thought for a moment they were going to grab me and pull me inside.”


  “And how would you have felt if they did?”


  “I have no idea.” She shook her head, and looked into his eyes. She felt like a young girl, innocent and unsophisticated in light of the demanding feelings that were battling inside her brain. Lucien quick to catch the sexual desire in her eyes, pressed his hands between her thighs, and demanded they part so that his fingers could make their way to her juicy portal.


  “Now. So soon? We just —”


  “Hush.” He put a finger to her lips. “You’ve only begun to express what is here,” he said, toying with the lips between her legs. “You would never respond to Ariel’s paintings if you weren’t bound up, needing some means of release.”


  “But I —”


  “Hush,” he repeated quietly.


  Laying her back on the cot, his exploring hand opened her thighs wider still. And while she stared up at him with a fixed gaze, he manipulated her flesh, pulling at her labia, fingering her parted cleft and with his other hand squeezing her warm white breasts. A deep roar began quietly. Skirting through her body in a little dance, she jerked at every twist of her nipple, at every well-orchestrated gesture, all for the purpose of raising her stimulation to a full-bodied crest.


  “Ah, oh, yes, my god,” she gasped in little phrases, one by one whispered as her tormentor moved from tease to tease. “I would die for you inside me now,” she wailed.


  Lucien’s “hush” was almost angry, as if he was tired of making the demand for quiet. “I know your need. I know the depths you want this space of yours plummeted by my penis. And so it will be. But not now. The longer you wait this time, the more passion will consume you.”


  “Consume, consume, consume.” The word repeated in her head. Over and over, its meaning became clear to her, feeling as if she was diving into the deep waters of herself, down, down to unexplored territory. He was holding her on a precipice of an underwater cliff, about to push her into the vast depths of sensation where she might be lost.


  “Please no!” she whimpered to him.


  “Don’t fight,” he returned with a calm but decisive turn in his voice. His manipulating hands brought her to one peak and then another, another yet, where she thought she might swim over the edge, but he held her off. A vicious torment, there were tears of wonder streaming from her eyes. But then, while lying by her side, his hand still fondling the opening of her vagina and its soggy interior, he at last brought a steady rhythm to his gestures, and she glided to a pulsing climax that seemed to last as long as his torturous fore-play. Lucien, rising above her, watched the muscles of her abdomen and thighs as they tightened and released, and then as she relaxed back into the pleasure that continued in quivers and jolts until there remained just a warm prickly glow of satisfaction.


  “I feel so limp,” she said, when she finally had words to speak.


  “I would suspect so,” he said. “Are you chilled?”


  “Hardly. I’m hot.”


  He smiled, looking down at her. “Such beautiful flesh. It shimmered so when you orgasmed. A sight I never tire of.”


  “You would watch Ariel too?”


  “Always. Sometimes she’d lay for hours on this cot, naked as you are now. She’d climax once and then again. I couldn’t pull her away. But then I didn’t want to. To watch her was an elemental bliss for me.” He snickered. “Sometimes I made her a captive in his attic.”


  “How is that?”


  “I’d lock her inside. Like she was a bad child.”


  “And she protested that, I’m sure,” Dana said, though she wasn’t sure of herself at all. If Ariel felt half of what she was feeling right then, she wouldn’t want to leave.


  “No. She rather liked being “sent to the tower” as she called it. I’d leave her here for several days. Of course I’d come make love to her, but she’d remain here naked. I imagine she would even have liked to be chained to the wall. But I never did that. Her desires were always a little darker than my own. I simply liked the ecstatic way she remained in her sexual heaven.”


  “And she worked here?”


  “No. Never. It was her vacation time, I suppose. Though she always wanted some of her paintings about the place. Would stare at them and masturbate.”


  Dana listened, finding the roar within her not fading away in the least. In the past it was simple to push sexual thoughts aside after one climax, now she was as sexually alive as she’d been when Lucien had played with her. The thought of Ariel masturbating in this attic made her want to follow in the siren’s footsteps.


  “Funny, I don’t find that as bizarre as I might have once,” she said.


  “Oh? Perhaps you’d like me to capture you? Take your clothes and lock the door behind me?”


  “And I’d be forced to confront this body of mine,” Dana admitted.


  Lucien chuckled. “Well. I’ll not do that. But I will leave you here. If you choose to remain unclothed lying on this cot all day, it wouldn’t bother me in the slightest. If you wish to work, or if you don’t that’s all right with me. The paintings you’ll want to review are in that corner over there.” He pointed to the far side of the room, where a drop cloth covered a number of canvases that were leaning against the wall. “I’ll be up in a hour or so to check on you.”


  “And you’re not going to lock the door?” she asked with a hint of a grin.


  “I think you want me to,” Lucien said. “But no. I’m sure this room will work its magic very well without restraining you.”


  Dana wasn’t sure that was so. The thought of capture and confinement had always scared her, but this time, her frame of mind was so utterly in the midst of lust that it was as much an aphrodisiac as all the other things connected with Lucien Broussard, and his wife, and the unusual house. He left her sitting naked on the bed, watching his retreating form. When the door closed, shutting her inside, and she heard his steps until she couldn’t hear them anymore. Bolting for the door, she discovered it opened easily. She half wished that Lucien had locked it; and yet, she was certain that her saner self would have panicked if he had.


  Turning around, Dana eyes caught sight of her clothes lying in a pile on the floor. To put them on seemed almost crude, as if this place was meant for a more unconstrained activity. Knowing it was Ariel’s vacationland away from the stresses of her work, that she lived inside this space naked and without pretenses, it felt sacrilegious to her memory to taint the air with the formality of clothing. It was rationalization, surely. But the plain truth was, she was becoming hot again. The heat between her thighs was blasting. If for just a moment, she laid back on the cot, Dana was sure the moment would pass.


  When she laid down, the blanket at her back was still warm. She imagined Ariel’s body heat was still permeating the bedclothes. Seduced by the woman’s obsessions, she was obsessing too, on that tender spot that Lucien had touched, the one just inside her vaginal opening that screamed for another brisk manipulation. Without thinking more, her mind and body disappeared into another erotic moment. Her own fingers retracing Lucien’s careful path, she was arching her back, bucking against her hand and feeling the wave of climax again. It happened so easily. In the past, masturbation had taken so long. Now it was as natural as breathing. She knew this would not be the last time this day. As long as she remained in this erotic atmosphere she could go on forever.


  After her body bliss passed for a third time that afternoon, Dana pulled herself from the cot and moved about the attic remaining unclothed. She didn’t even think of dressing, the touch of her skin was too sumptuous a feeling not to want to relish it over and over. She thought of Ariel, pretending for a moment that she was that decadent vamp, flitting about her attic completely free of all restraint.


  Moving to the corner where the paintings waited for her, Dana uncovered them, and began pulling them away from each other, so she could view each one separately. The sun still shining in one of the attic’s small windows darted across the first canvas with a shard of light as though it was cutting the piece in two. Dana’s first response was to cry, for the light parted the two figures in the painting so it seemed to sever one from the other. Pushing the canvas out of the light, she smiled seeing what Ariel had painted.


  Ingenious, was her first thought. Dana wondered if Lucien had planted this piece where she would find it first, and understand the message he was communicating with its distinctive figures. One figure was chained – the woman. And a man appeared from out of the upper right corner of the canvas, pulling his lover by the hands from her bondage. The manacle that held her foot was breaking apart, and if Dana could believe her eyes, she saw it snap, and fall away, all within the first second she laid her eyes on the confounding images. Forcing herself to stare at the two figures again, she felt the movement of them, the raw power of their eroticism compelling them to break the hold the earth seemed to have on the lovely creature. He was drawing her away, taking her with him. For a second, Dana saw the canvas blank, the escape had been complete. But then, blinking her eyes, the figures returned in the same suspended state of “almost free”; the tension of the woman’s flight bringing more tears to Dana’s eyes.


  One painting after another viewed, Dana allowed emotions to surface, her thoughts to float free as the dead artist took life in her work and gave the photographer an unparalleled excursion into the sexual psyche. Time passed, the day dwindling quietly. Looking up at one point in the afternoon, she realized that the light was fading in the room. Strange, she hadn’t eaten and she wasn’t hungry. Lucien hadn’t come and she wasn’t worried. Utterly lost in the room of dreams and visions, she was having a holiday of her own in a sensuous world, that to that point in her life she’d only glimpsed from a far off window. Finally pulling out the last of the attic paintings, she felt a sense of completion as her eyes rested on the golden browns, the cranberry hues and the flesh tinted oils of yet another of Ariel’s mythical lovers. This one was no myth at all however. Clearly it was Lucien, the final result of her sketches. It was of the man alone exhibiting the boldness of his naked flesh, his hard erection a rw power that, at first, made her draw back and gasp, and then surrounded her as if Lucien was in the room himself.


  Though they’d been lovers, Dana had still not seen him in his nude glory. She wondered when she’d be able to reach out to him and feel with her own hands the tight muscled torso, the swell of his ass, the roughness of his masculine cheek, the curls of hair between his legs where she would shiver to place her hand. She could imagine herself on her knees before him, his penis at her lips. First limp, she’d make it large, feel it as it grew in her mouth responding to her tongue’s playfulness. Cupping his testicles in her hand she’d tease them gently, place one in her mouth carefully and massage it. Then the other. And lapping at the musty place of manhood’s feast, she would have him as inflamed as she was, his strong hands pulling her to her feet and then forcing her to the bed, legs splayed wide so that his nakedness could come down on hers and make them one fused body.


  A woman obsessed, Dana dragged the painting of Lucien to the place opposite the cot. The canvas, though just four feet in height, loomed over her, the stature of the man seeming to grow with each second of scrutiny, so she was feeling cowered by its stark carnal effect. Akin to being captive, the sublime feeling of being overpowered drew her into another rabid excursion of her body. This one quick. She pinched her nipples hard, as Lucien might do – though he never had – and tugged harshly at her labia, before she centered her attention on the pulsing bud of her clitoris. Fingers inside the melting wetness of her vagina and fingers toying with the pulsing clit, she swooned over the edge looking at the sight of Lucien’s erection.


  She closed her eyes for just an instant afterwards, and then opened them again. The light in the attic suddenly dimmed, as if outside the sun had darted under a cloud. In the gray twilight she let the mesmerizing shadows of Lucien’s body in oils engage her sleepy eyes as she lay wearily on the cot, until it wasn’t just the painting of Lucien looming over her, but the man himself.


  “I thought perhaps you would come down,” he said, his quiet voice caressing her with the sound.


  “Did you?” She looked up at his kind face, her legs still open wide, her fingers still toying with the soft wet folds at her center. He witnessed her unabashed exhibition without a hint of disturbance.


  “Unless, of course, you found yourself too swept up to let go of this place,” he said.


  Dana blushed and sat up on the bed, for the first time in hours feeling self-conscious of her digression into Ariel’s world, even though Lucien gave her no reason to be. She reached for her clothes, but his hand stopped her.


  “You shouldn’t feel embarrassed by something so natural,” he said. “Certainly not with me.”


  “But I’ve spent the whole day.”


  “Nearly.” He looked out the window. “It’s almost six o’clock. You must be famished.”


  “Food didn’t seem to matter.”


  “That’s what Ariel would say.”


  “I suppose I’ve responded just the way she does.”


  “Not exactly. You are a different woman.”


  “I hope so.” She was coming back to herself, at least the more comfortable aspects, the ones she was accustomed to, the woman who behaved prudently, whose caution was never to the winds as it had been this day. “I really should think about leaving,” she said.


  “And why’s that? This afternoon scared you?”


  “Yes.”


  “You hated it?”


  “No, no. Not at all.”


  “It felt natural, didn’t it?”


  She started to cry, the strangest tears streaming from her eyes, ones that had no purpose, no meaning for her because she couldn’t understand the emotion that had suddenly overcome her. Sitting down on the cot next to her Lucien held her.


  “It’s too soon to leave this house, Dana. Besides, the whole purpose was to spend the night here so you can see what you cannot in the light of day.”


  “Haven’t I seen enough?” she queried.


  “Do you really want to leave?” Lucien asked. “I won’t keep you here.”


  “The truth is, I don’t want to leave at all, ever. I never want to be dressed again. I never want to walk around in my old clothes. I want to feel everything I felt this afternoon, though I can already feel it vanishing away.”


  “What you need to do is let the whole matter rest for awhile. And you certainly need something to eat.” Standing up, he led her from the attic, his arm fast about her until they were back in the main part of the house again. “I’ll get you something to wear, just wait a minute,” he said, as they entered her bedroom. Opening the door adjoining Ariel’s room, Dana watched him move to the far side of it and rummage through the woman’s wardrobe. Pulling from it exactly what he wanted, he smiled and returned to her.


  “Here. It will be more comfortable than your precious sweats,” he said, a flamboyant grin on his face. Throwing the garment over her head, the thing settled around her. There was a hint of musk, the scent of some sachet that had imbued it with fragrance while it hung unused all this time. Silk and flowing, the fabric clung like a vine to Dana’s body as she moved. It suited her mood better than anything she’d brought to wear; she felt nearly naked in it, its silken feel making love to her flesh just as Lucien’s hands would.


  Lucien was determined to lighten Dana’s mood that evening, his ulterior motive quite obvious: he didn’t want her to leave before the night was over. Though certain that she would likely remain, he thought it best not to have her frightened by the brooding inner workings of her imagination. In his mind, women were masters of such delicious self-deceit, though it didn’t always lead toward a sane outcome. There was nothing more unstable than a woman on the verge of her sexual reckoning. He knew that fact well.


  “You’re looking more relaxed,” he told her. They were relaxing, sipping brandy before the prancing fire in his great stone fireplace. When they’d finished dinner she’d insisted on freshening her face. She added the allure of blue shadow to her eyes, and painted her lips bright red like a Chinese maiden’s. When she spoke, her lips moved to match the sexual quality of her attire and her happy mood. Lucien had succeeded in tempering her highly charged spirit, and he smiled broadly.


  It was like stepping back in time this tete a tete of theirs. Lucien looked quite astonishing himself, garbed in black pants that hugged his rounded rear, and a white silk shirt with a laced front and lace at the cuffs. Straight from a wardrobe of an eighteenth century land baron. It was an interesting contrast of styles, considering that she felt more like a campy femme fatale from the 1940’s.


  “I am more relaxed,” she admitted. “I really shouldn’t have been rattled at all, except that this afternoon was so unlike me.”


  “Or perhaps it was. Perhaps you’ve never had all the facts about yourself in hand,” he answered her.


  “And perhaps you’re right. To feel the way I did, and even as I feel now, it seems so natural and easy.” She laughed a girlish giggle.


  After the brandy had warmed her through, they moved from his living room into the foyer. Lucien carried a candle in his hand as if there was nothing but candlelight to see by. It was night in the house. Either it was Lucien’s well placed suggestions over the many days that Dana had been there, or this was indeed a inspired time of day. Feeling as if the walls of the house were coming alive in the shadows, the hair on the back of her neck tingled. The glorious feel of it traversed her spine so she wasn’t sure whether to be frightened or aroused. Both feelings seemed to flow through her shivering form. She was glad for Lucien’s hand that rested on her back, aware that sometimes it drifted to her to bottom where her lust was coming alive again.


  Lucien lifted the candle into the air, the two looking up at the flickering shadows in the two story entry. It would have been natural for ghosts to peer from the corners, their eyes in the paintings darting out at them. The candlelight made everything a bit obscure, as if the tiny trail of smoke rising from the flame was beginning to permeate the air with a foggy haze. There was a fragile beauty as the dreary colors of Lucien’s home became more splendid in the changeable light. Moving from the foyer, to the library, to the formal dining room, they walked in silence peering at the walls, and the air, and the artwork that decorated the tantalizing spaces. For the first time since she’d been at Lucien’s home, Dana took note of the sculptures placed in innocuous corners where in daylight the alabaster stone played second fiddle to Ariel’s colorful art. At this hour, the forms of bodies accentuated by shadows seemed more animated than the oils. Dana ran her hand over the smooth surface of one piece. It felt as soft as real skin and surprisingly warm to her fingertips. She touched a woman’s thigh, the globes of her ass and the delicate curve of her waist.


  “Was this Ariel?” she asked.


  “It was,” he said.


  Her hand shrank back as if it had been real flesh, Ariel’s flesh. But then thinking her response silly, she reached for the stone again, letting whatever its spirited atoms were inclined to transmit to her have their way. Her arousal climbed.


  With Lucien’s hand now permanently fixed on her ass, the two moved back to the foyer and climbed the steps, stopping at each painting to see the way the time of day changed its appearance. One after another, the sight of them made it clear to Dana why Lucien wanted her to see them this way. The shapes shifted, the trees swayed, the play of light and dark, of tempests and storms, of color and magic made them something from an other worldly plane. Her head was spinning more than ever. Dizzy, she grabbed Lucien’s side to steady her.


  At the top of the stairs, they stopped as they gazed down the hallway where an apparition played. Dana hardly jumped. It would have surprised her if Ariel’s ghost had not appeared at this hour; though it wasn’t the same as it had been in the storeroom. This was a vision from the painting that hung on the far wall, the two figures as alive as a holograph, making love. Standing, as if the woman was backed against a wall – though she was not – naked and quivering in and out of visible substance, the pair moved in a copulating motion, the man’s erection driving home inside his mistress just as a lover would before the climax. Dana almost heard her cry, unless it was her imagination. Her own body on the brink of bursting from spontaneous combustion, pressed into Lucien’s passive one, as if she was begging for the same finish.


  “They make love here every night,” Lucien said.


  “Who are they?” she asked.


  “Just lovers from Ariel’s mind.”


  “Not you and her,” Dana wondered.


  Lucien smirked. “How could that be?” He ignored her real query. Seeing the apparitions vanish, the two moved on down the corridor, and then to the third floor through rooms and baths and everywhere that there was the influence of the deceased artist and her inspiration.


  “Have I exhausted you?” Lucien asked, when at last they arrived at Dana’s door.


  “Perhaps.” She turned so both of his arms were about her, her body swaying in their grasp. His kisses were delicate, his hand tender, but not invading. And after several kisses, he backed away.


  “You should rest,” he said.


  “But you’re invited in,” she said.


  “Am I?” he asked, almost as if he was surprised.


  “How could we not?” she replied.


  “The time will come again,” he said. “But now, I think you need your sleep.” His expression was kind, but his mood obscure. And as he moved away from her a few feet, he finally turned around and left her standing by the door in awe.


  Perhaps he was right. Perhaps she needed rest. There was a weariness invading her. So much stimulation in one day, if it weren’t for the raging sexual need still present, she thought she could set her head to the pillow and sleep sound as a babe all night. Still, the fact that Lucien had chosen not come to bed with her annoyed her. She couldn’t imagine why he’d made such efforts to stimulate her all evening long, if he didn’t want her aroused for him. She wished she had the courage to ask why when he refused her, but since she’d not, it would remain another bizarre mystery with no explanation, at least not one she’d have until morning.


  Removing the cranberry dress, Dana tossed it to a chair by the night-stand and climbed inside the bounty of covers that made the bed. It had been months since she’d slept naked, and it seemed the only right way to enjoy her night. She fully planned on making an excursion about her body to satisfy some of the mounting desire, but just as she was finding the warm wet home between her legs, her mind drifted away, and she was asleep.


  It was the dead of the night when Dana woke. The pitch black of the room suggested that clouds outside the windows covered the light of stars and moon. She hadn’t realized that it was so dark when she turned out the light. Instantly, she was aware that the brew of sexual heat inside her loins had not diminished in the slightest. And just as her hands began to rove her flesh, she stopped, thinking she could hear the sound of a giggling woman, the sweet tones coming from the room next door. She listened, though it was quiet. Resuming her soft, self fore-play she felt the energy in her rise higher still. Just as she was moving towards a sensuous climax however, she was stopped by the sound of voices, two this time, again from Ariel’s bedroom. The gay laughter of making love was followed by yet another silence, the silence followed by more musical sounds of pleasure.


  Jumping from bed, as if she’d been tugged by an unseen hand, Dana moved towards the door to Ariel’s room, reaching out to make certain that she didn’t stumble on something in the dark. There was just enough dim light to make her way to the far wall, where her hand found the doorknob and turned it cautiously. Had the lovers in the hallway taken to the bed?” she wondered. She imagined them there before she had a chance to look. But when she peeked inside, there were no apparitions. There was nothing strange at all about the room. An east facing window caught some light from the outside that her room did not; and by the gray glow of it, she saw that Ariel’s bedroom was quite the same as when Lucien had showed it to her.


  Opening the door wide, Dana walked inside, her feet feeling the deep plush carpet between her toes. Her body was strangely warm, naked as it was to the night air. It must be the sexual furnace in her body for it was not a warm night. Moving silently towards Ariel’s bed, Dana’s own imagination, not some strangely conjured apparition, pictured love-making on the quilt covered mattress. She thought of the cot upstairs, the Spartan aspect of that simple bed, next to the luxuriousness of this one. She imagined Lucien here with her, his exhilarating form hovering over the slight form of Ariel Broussard. She could see her thin legs spread wide, the darkness between her thighs. She could envision Lucien’s potent manhood descending to the swampy wetness as the woman begged to him from every pore of her body. Dana would do that now, if she had the chance, if she could lay back and offer herself to him, and he could have her any way he chose. There were places in her body that needed to be driven into such wilness. She imagined herself in Ariel’s place writhing about the sheets like a happy whore while she was defiled by the handsome penis. She imagined her arms, raised above her head as if she’d been bound that way, her lips accepting kiss after kiss, her breasts being tormented by Lucien’s rough wielding hands. There would be rapturous abandon, letting go, and a power rising from her that she’d felt so little of in her life – except most recently within the walls of this wondrous house.


  Dana leaned against the bedpost not realizing that she moved erotically against it. She was already into a gentle rhythm when she felt a hand at her behind and Lucien’s breath at her neck. The silence acute around them, not to be broken by their words, he set the tone of the love making with his fierce caresses at her breasts, her thighs, her anal cleft and then at her pubis as he reached around and fondled the hot mound.


  She felt lifted, tossed to the bed like an empty sack. And like her romancing imagination, she lay with her arms over head immobile and her thighs spread wide, while she watched in gleeful wonder as Lucien stripped away his robe and came to her naked, his penis as enlarged as the one in the attic painting.


  His penetration was swift, swift as the night in the Mercedes, but with eyes to see every hidden thing about him, this time Dana was transfixed, not so much by the spontaneous surprise, as by the awesomeness of her lover’s omnipotent act. He thrust deep, kept his body moving over hers as his powerful arms held himself above her. She felt him tapping the source of her passions, scouring out all the demons of her desire with his bright energy. When he slowly moved himself down to meet her nakedness with his, her arms could not remain above her head a second longer. She had to feel his skin, and the passionate furnace that burned in him, uniting with her. They rocked together as if they were in battle, kissed and nibbled and tore each other’s flesh with hands that sought more and more and more.


  She cried loudly, and there was no Lucien delivering his gentle, “hush.” He moaned himself in apparent agony, lifted his head to smile at her, and then went back to his animal fornication, to the basics, to the repetition, and to the rhythm, as their elemental selves conjoined in this hour of need. She squeezed down on his erection when it shot inside her. She felt the pulse and then felt her own. The wave of pleasure that washed over her began with one fierce jolt and then like firecrackers going off in every atom, it moved with ease towards her fingers and toes and the top of her head.


  They lay for some time atop the bed, until the chill of the air drove them under the covers where they snuggled down into the comfort of their entwined limbs. Their naked bellies touched lightly and with her breast to his chest, their hearts seemed to beat as one.


  In the morning Dana climbed from bed reluctantly. Lucien was sleeping, the stillness of his body at rest was as enchanting as the way he’d made love to her. She wanted to love him, to feel affection and romance in the grandest sense, experience from him all that she had longed for from a man. And yet, there were so many secrets. Still, so much shrouded in the house and in his life. She thought of how Nick would view her affair – it was certainly becoming one now, going beyond the status of a simple sexual fling. She’d never had a fling, or a love affair, let alone a relationship as enigmatic as this one appeared to be. Lucien had the most unusual power over her, the power to sway her thoughts and move her body in ways she could not fathom. She ached for him still.


  Staring back at Lucien from the window, she noticed how the light danced across his face. This was Ariel’s room, Ariel’s bed. Why was it here in this place where his passions became so unguarded? The back of his car and in the attic had only been preludes to the thunderous love-making the night before. She could see that all clearly. It made her shudder to think that Lucien was replacing his dead wife with her. She pushed the thought away, too painful an idea thought to dwell on. And yet, once brought to mind, it would be hard for her psyche not to think of it in stolen and defenseless moments, as in her dreams.


  “Hummm,” she heard Lucien’s dreamy voice as he turned over in bed. “You’re up so soon, my love.”


  Dana turned with a smile on her face, seeing Lucien’s lounging body, half naked in the sunlight, not so awesome as in the shadows of night. Muscles moving against the crumpled sheets, hair a sweet disarray, eyes glistening with tenderness, he beckoned her back to him. “Won’t you come to me?” he asked.


  It was hopeless, she as defenseless as a kitten in the power his lust had over her. She smiled and practically ran to the bed, jumping into him, tackling him with a fury of kisses.


  “Why the eagerness?” he exclaimed, coming up laughing.


  “To roust out the devils in my mind.”


  “What devils could there be on such a glorious day?” He nibbled at her neck, and made a beeline for her breasts, taking her flesh in his mouth.


  “Ooo, my, that almost hurts,” she cried.


  “Ah, but the benefits. Your body is like lightening.”


  He was right. Pushing the sheets away from his groin, their legs scissored together, his erect penis was thrusting inside her.


  “I’m actually sore,” she gasped with the swift impalement.


  “Just something to get used to,” he said. “I’ll be gentle.” Moving in her slowly, his hands darted about her body, teasing her along her sensitive sides. His mouth continued its vigilant excursions over the tenders places under her arms and at her neck. She was transported again into his world, a cocoon of unthinking body bliss. Slower, calmer and more tender than the night before, it was like picking up pieces of the furious dream that lay about the room and in their minds, things forgotten in the heat of passion. Just when Dana was about to bolt in fear, this bound them closer still. The bed was wet, steamy hot with the sizzling, unvirtuous appetites of their bodily demands. When he came inside her, she surged, squeezed him hard like a wicked woman, but did not come herself. And moving swiftly to that pressing heat between her legs, Lucien clamped his mouth on the sexual mouthpiece of Dana’s satisfaction, licking her until she whimpered almost in tears, and cried out.


  “You’ll come again,” Lucien vowed only seconds after he watched the wave of sensation make her body tighten and then relax.


  She looked at him with dreamy eyes. “Come again, not yet,” she whispered to him, thinking she was exhausted.


  “Let me prove it to you,” he said.


  Pulling up to her side, he stroked her face, his eyes peering down at her, while she stared into the intense blue. He manipulated her body, tugging at her physical reluctance to let go again, and she did, feeling yet another orgasmic wave sweep through her. Then she was limp.


  “Ah, now I can’t move,” she murmured to him.


  “Then don’t.”


  “I mean it, Lucien. I can’t move.”


  “And, I mean it too. You stay right here. Fall asleep again if you like. I’ll be back with breakfast.”


  “Breakfast in bed?” she smiled winsome.


  “And why not. It’s been too long since I’ve had the pleasure of a woman to dine with naked.” He was off, gathering only his boxer shorts in his hand as he retreated from the room. Dana assumed that eventually he’d put them on, though all she saw was the retreating sight of his firm round ass as it moved swiftly out the door.


  ***


  “I’m beginning to feel guilty,” Dana said to him half a day later, as she leaned over the kitchen counter watching her lover fix an enormous salad for their dinner.


  “Because you didn’t work, and made love to me all day?” he asked.


  “I have a deadline.”


  “And you’ll meet it.”


  “Maybe I should just stay a while,” she suggested with a shrug. “Save time running back to my house.”


  His eyes gleamed. “I was hoping you’d do that.”


  “That’s if the invitation is open.”


  “I want you here, my love, with me all the time”


  “You call me your love?” She liked the sound of it, the way he caressed the words with his soft voice.


  “Because I love you,” he said, as if she should already understand, even though it was the first time he’d said “I love you” just that way. The pronouncement delivered so naturally, it was hardly a surprise hearing the affectionate words, and still the honest message jolted her.


  “You do?” she replied in wonder.


  “Is that so difficult to fathom?”


  “No.” She shook her head.


  “And you’re not ready to return the sentiment,” he stated flatly.


  “That bothers you?”


  “No. I know you love me, Dana. But I think some women are more cautious than men. And you have to be with me. After all, I’m mysterious and eccentric.” He was teasing. “I have a spooky house, and an erratic ghost and a gazillion dusty old paintings. Besides, what do you really know about me except every square inch of my body?”


  “You’re making fun of me now,” she said.


  “No.” He turned about and looked straight at her quite seriously. “I am stating your concerns, am I not?”


  “Well …” she hedged.


  “Tell the truth.”


  “I suppose so. Sometimes you seem so uncommonly normal, and at other times …”


  “I’m from another planet.”


  “No,” she shook her head, “another dimension.”


  “Humph. That’s interesting. You seem to enjoy coming into my dimension.”


  “Oh. I love it here. I really don’t want to leave.”


  “Ever?”


  “Well, someday I’ll have to come up for air, when I have my sanity back again.”


  “Being sexual has nothing to do with insanity,” he quipped. He turned back to his work as Dana watched his handsome body move, the round behind, the hulking shoulders, the hair that looked a little longish now, since it probably hadn’t been cut in weeks. She wondered about sanity, in what form of life hers resided. This was such a delicious intoxication living in lust that it couldn’t be completely real, but then, if reality was what her life had been before, perhaps she liked this better.


  Deep in her thoughts, Dana was suddenly jerked away from them as Lucien whisked about and smiled, presenting a bowl filled with a tantalizing salad.


  “Come, we’ll do this in the dining room,” he said, as he moved around the counter with their meal in his hands.


  Dana followed her happy lover, finding herself sitting with Lucien at one end of the massive dining room table. It would seat twelve hungry people if they’d had guests for dinner; but set for just the two, the tender intimacy of their solitude made her at once lonely and content with the one man that was consuming her every waking thought. Lucien sat at the end of the table, she to his left, and for just an instant before either spoke, Dana thought she could hear the sound of laughter echoing from the walls.


  “Did you have lavish dinner parties here?” she asked, staring about the rose papered walls and the glittering chandeliers.


  “Yes. Crazy times they were,” he said sweetly. She heard sadness as well as mirth in his words.


  “You remember her as if it was just yesterday, don’t you?” she said.


  “I remember her in so many ways. Though this room arouses recollections that are deliciously wicked.”


  “How’s that?”


  He chuckled to himself, and stared at the door for a moment. “There were times when Ariel was as inspired an actress as she was an artist. You could never know how she’d appear for dinner, sometimes dressed as an Indian maiden, other times dressed like a princess, and once she looked like a pirate with an eye patch and a sword swinging from her side.


  “She loved standing out,” Dana said.


  “Yes. The time she surprised me most, she arrived naked, wearing nothing but a feather boa at her neck and a pair of boudoir high heels, little pink things with a sling back and spike heels. She sat down to dinner at my side, like you are now, and pretended that there was nothing the matter with her bizarre costume. All meal long her naked breasts bounced before the eyes of our guests. There were few that could take their eyes from them. The conversation went in strange directions that night, as I recall.”


  “I thought Ariel would be shyer than that,” Dana mused aloud.


  “Oh, normally she would be. But she was a little drunk on brandy and feeling very loose, and as I remember a little angry with me. An interesting brand of revenge.”


  “How did you respond?” Dana asked.


  “I tried ignoring her little scene. And when I had a private moment with the downstairs maid, I suggested that she bring Ariel’s dressing gown since the mistress of the house had apparently forgotten it. We were nearly at dessert by the time the garment arrived, and that was fortunate. Ariel was exhibiting a new collection of her paintings, and I’m afraid without her clothes she would have distracted our guests from the real purpose of the night.”


  “Then she didn’t object to wearing the robe?” Dana wondered.


  “A little. Only enough so that she left it fairly well open in front, her breasts teasing our guests all evening long.”


  “Were you angry with her?”


  “Only modestly, because she failed to inform me of her outrageous plan. I did spank her bottom well after our guests had left. Half because I was feigning anger and half because I wanted to see her bottom a rich red hue. Actually our friends seemed to think that Ariel’s little theatre was just part of the art exhibit. And as performance art it was quite the show.”


  Dana watched Lucien’s face, how animated he became talking of his wife. The effect on Dana was always the same. Not once had her body failed to ignite with sexual stimulation at the mention of Ariel’s bizarre behavior. In Lucien’s house it seemed the bizarre was natural, the elements of nature and the elements of the spirit seemed conjoined in a special way. She liked the bizarre and outrageous for herself, and since she’d agreed to stay for an undetermined time, she felt even more caught up in the odd atmosphere of this odd corner of the world.


  “Have you ever made love on a dining room table?” Lucien asked her suddenly.


  “No, never,” she replied.


  “Then there’s a first time for everything, my dear. Tonight you’ll get your chance.”


  Before her eyes in just seconds, Lucien had the massive cherry table swept clean of ornaments, dishes and silverware. With the only light from candles set about the room, the lustrous surface gleamed sensuously iridescent like a carnal alter.


  “Your body is my favorite feast,” he said, drawing her from her chair. In one swift gesture, his hands rose along the sides of her body, taking her silken dress with them, so she was naked before he lifted her to the table’s satin surface. He sat her on the edge at first, and helped her lie against the cool wood.


  “Ooo, it makes me shiver,” she exclaimed.


  “You’ll warm it quickly with such a fire between your legs,” he said.


  Lucien leaned over and kissed her full on the mouth. He began stroking her arms gently, and then her thighs. And then at the end of the table where her legs were dangling in the air, he sat down again, and pulled up his chair so that her calves could rest against his shoulders. Leaning in to her moistened pubis, he began to dine. She grabbed his head in her hands as his mouth pressed itself against the quaking mound. The raw edge of completion was with her almost from the start, and yet he held her at that delicious point for seconds and then minutes as if he might toy with her all night. Staring up into his eyes at intervals, he caught her bleary gaze and an occasional smile, but mostly her mind was disengaged as she let her body surge on the stimulation. She came when he was ready for her to come. He watched her shudder hard, and then mount again to the crest, since he wasn’t about to let her be satisfied with just one climax.


  His hands tore at her body this time, her flesh his to maul with animal ferocity. Opened so wide to him, displayed so indecently, exposed to the core of herself, she let the abandonment envelope every pore.


  When it was time for his pleasure, he drew her body around so that her head was about to drop over the edge of the table. Cradling her neck in his hands, he opened her lips with his fingers to make room for his penis. Pushing deep within this space, she was ready for that kind of penetration. She would have had him come that way, her feast of flesh as divine as hers had been for him. But that wasn’t Lucien’s desire. Spinning her around once more, he brought her hips into his, her warm hole to his erection, and pressed it deep. Riding her like the wind, like a ship that sails to exotic ports, he took her with a burst of lust, and spent himself. Then, as if to shame her for the act, like a man would shame a whore with indifference, Lucien pulled out of her and left the room, Dana left lying in her nakedness against the warm cherry table, feeling the smoothness and the hardness and the loneliness that swam about her.


  She wanted him more than ever, loved him more than ever, felt like she was descending into the most raw and wonderful decadence. For a long time she thought he would come back to her, so she remained motionless on the table. But after a time, sensing he was gone for good, she pulled to sitting and jumped down. Grabbing her dress from a chair, she left the dining room to find her missing lover.


  “Did you enjoy your repose?” Lucien asked when she found him in the living room, drinking brandy and reading.


  “I was exhausted,” she answered.


  “I thought as much. And did you enjoy our sex?”


  “Of course. But why did you leave me there?”


  “Because sometimes, Dana, I like the feeling it gives me.”


  “Power over me?”


  “I suppose.”


  “Like the power you exerted over Ariel?”


  “Yes. Does it bother you?”


  She thought a moment. “Not if I know you really love me,” she said.


  He looked at her, scrutinized her, the way she looked forlorn, the red satin dress dangling from her hand. “Come here,” he said. She went to him, where he gathered her in his arms, and held her, kissed the top of her head, her cheeks and her lips, and let her chilled body feel the warmth of his heart as it enclosed around her.


  Later that night, Lucien her carried upstairs to Ariel’s bed where they lay together, and where some time in the wee hours of the morning, he turned over and poked his erection inside her vagina. The stimulation almost instantaneous. She came again, for the perhaps the fifth time that night. She was drunk, not on brandy, but on the intoxication of the spirit. Demons and angels floated through her dreams, the dark, the light, the sun, the shadows, the moments of clarity and the moments of madness all made her snuggle in close to Lucien as she fell back asleep just as dawn was breaking in the sky outside. He’d consumed her. She was dissipated and empty and yet strangely full of peace. No, she didn’t want to wake, didn’t want to return to the other world, didn’t want anything but what this man gave her every instant. She was his slave forever.


  Later the next day, Lucien took her to Ariel’s painting studio, another first. The penthouse place was up another staircase, at another end of the house. She swore that she would loose her way about if Lucien wasn’t there to guide her. Every corridor seemed to lead to somewhere else, every staircase seemed to have its own unexpected destination. She thought once of having him map the layout; that way she could get her bearings, but she never got around to asking him.


  In Ariel’s studio, it was dustier than anywhere in the house.


  “I don’t ever come here, in fact I almost forgot to bring you, but then I remembered that she had some works in progress that I thought you should see.”


  “You forgot this place?”


  “Yes.” He said this absently, as if he didn’t like the studio at all. “She never wanted me here, would always shoo me away.”


  “What about when you posed for her?”


  “That was in other rooms of the house. No. I wasn’t welcome here.” He looked about almost with as much curiosity as Dana had searching the nooks and crannies of the interesting room.


  “And you haven’t come here much in ten years?”


  “Maybe once a year just to make sure the place still exists.”


  “As if you think it might vanish with the next big wind?”


  “I do wonder sometimes if Ariel’s ghost won’t just take these things away sometime and that would be fine with me.” He made a three-hundred and sixty degree turn, perusing the walls, and then turned back to Dana. “Stay here all you like. I’ll come for you later. You can pull that bell-pull over there, connects to the servant’s quarters where I have my studio. I’ll hear your call.” Exuding formality, almost like a butler, Lucien turned towards the door and left the room.


  Dana was stunned, another aspect of his character having just appeared unexpectedly. It was an aspect of unworthiness, as if in this one place in their house, Ariel was absolute ruler, he an interloper; and Lucien now had nothing but disgust for the memories her painting studio gave him.


  Shaking off the surprising moment, Dana went about the room, excited to view yet another of Ariel’s inner sanctums, the most intimate of all she would suspect – that place right at the heart of the woman’s convoluted psyche. It was in form like most artist’s studios, a random, eclectic disarray of easels and tubes of oil and brushes. Under drop cloths there were canvases that had never been framed and likely never seen by anyone but Ariel, and perhaps her husband. Though she almost doubted that by his resentment of the place. What gave the room its great atmosphere were the windows. Imbedded into the sloping line of half the room were glass skylights, from which the sun and stars could shine down on a working artist. The skylights extended to the floor on that side of the room, and could be covered by drapes on runners that pulled over them. One of the runners was broken, one drape all askew, but the effect of the architecture was not lost in the slightest. It must have created a heavenly solitude for her to work, one that would have been the envy of her lover so denied the opportunity to know her in this private place.


  Dana took an entire roll of film from various angles of the room, to capture the essence of the place and the personality of the artist whose most precious ideas and secrets came to life inside it. Once finished with the photographs, Dana moved to the cloth covered paintings, stripping away the shrouds that covered them, hoping to see something of what she was working on just before she died.


  These must have been the most recent works for they were just as the others had been, a progression into more flesh, more personal. The sexual subjects were brimming with women’s pubic mounds and men’s penises. Yielding breasts, and malleable rear ends, and the joining of these parts in inspired ways made Dana see how completely absorbed Ariel Broussard had come at the end of her life. She was clearly obsessed by the sexual, something, at this moment, Dana believed she shared with the dead artist.


  Moving from the series of paintings that seemed like close-up snapshots of private parts, Dana pulled another drop cloth away to reveal yet more canvases. These too were of a sexual nature, though they were quite different than the previous ones. These like pornographic scenes from dirty magazines depicted sex acts in unusual places, each a more provocative tableau than the one before. The figures Ariel chose to represent in these works were quite clearly Lucien and herself. Self portraits of lust, they seemed to chronicle in deliciously vivid oils her sex life with her husband, a life fraught with tension, and anger and ferocity and creative genius. What Dana didn’t see inside these paintings was love and tenderness. That quality of joy and gentleness that she believed belonged to her own relationship with Lucien Broussard. Void of sentiment, the paintings were raw stabs at the erotic, succeeding best to incite Dana’s fires, though only in the most base way.


  There were at least eight paintings in this group. Dana viewed each one carefully noting how she responded to it, and then went on to the next. In the fourth of the series, she recognized the bed in Ariel’s room, and the couple copulating in wild and vigorous moment, arms and legs flailing. She was instantly reminded of her own nights with Lucien on Ariel’s bed. The next painting, to her shock, showed the dining room: an odd piece, after the sex act, where Lucien is turning away from Ariel, just as he’d turned away from her the night before. Dana’s heart was beating hard. Her throat was parched, and she was half flushed with anger, half drawn to tears. The next of the series was worse yet, a cute, but all to familiar scene of two flailing sexual brats, screwing in the back seat of a black Mercedes. Seen through the window of the vehicle by some unknown person, Dana saw herself in Lucien’s arms. There were no faces, nothing to recognize except the same moment of passion played out in perfect detail just as she remembered it, just as if she might have painted it herself if she’d had the talent to do so.


  Tossing the leaning paintings back into place, she’d had enough. Too much in fact. She’d view no more. Escaping the studio, Dana flew with her camera flapping behind her, twisting and turning through corridors, down steps and through hallways where she’d never been before until she knew she was far far from Ariel’s studio. Flinging open a door, she expected to be near her own room, but to her utter shock, she found Lucien himself inside his own workplace.


  “Good god! What are you doing here?” he blurted out in obvious shock.


  “I lost my way,” she exclaimed. Her face was burning hot and flushed red.


  “But how did you find me here?”


  “I just wandered.”


  “Is something the matter?” He was concerned, but cool. The interruption wasn’t welcome. He went to her, putting his arm around her waist which was some comfort. However he was unable to block her view of the sculpture in the center of the room. For a moment, it took away all thoughts of Ariel’s erotically personal paintings, as she gazed on a statue, a figure of herself. It was unmistakably her, for the face looking down on her was hers, her drifting smile, her tousled curls, and the line of her body and upturned breasts, duplicates of what she often gazed at in the mirror.


  “You’re sculpting me?” she gasped.


  “Yes. I am. I hadn’t planned to unveil it for you so soon, but, well … since you’re here.”


  “It’s so much like me.” She pulled away from him and walked around the figure, amazed by the strangeness of the piece, as it was not simply the back side of her body that appeared from the media, but another figure emerging, that of Ariel’s. “What does this mean? It looks like Ariel!”


  “It is.”


  “But why her and me?” She was bewildered.


  “I think it should be perfectly clear.”


  “You’re frightening me, Lucien. This is too strange.”


  “Strange, but why? I’m painting love as I see it. I have loved only two women, Ariel first and now you.”


  “You put me on a plane with her?”


  “I count you more important than she ever was, though I’m not easily extricated from her. I suppose you’d have to say this is a transitional piece as you’re coming to take precedence in my life.”


  Dana was stunned. Not a word in mind to speak.


  “I think I’ll lay down,” she said turning away.


  “You don’t like it?” Lucien asked.


  “No. I mean, yes, I like it, but I’m feeling so dizzy right now.”


  “You look faint,” he agreed. “Was there something in Ariel’s studio that upset you?”


  Only then did she remember why she so swiftly left that room only to find her self more startled by coming here. But there were still no words to explain anything, to herself, let alone Lucien.


  “I want to find my room,” she spoke, and she turned towards the door.


  “Of course,” he said, leading her out the door. If she had been paying attention she would have memorized the path that took her from Lucien’s studio to her bedroom, but she wasn’t certain that she really wanted to know.


  Dana lay in the quiet of her room watching the shadows of the afternoon move slowly across the flowered walls. Like God, turning out lights one by one, the day grew dimmer even though the effect of it still swam through her flustered brain.


  She loved him with her whole heart, and yet he scared her out of her wits.


  When it was nearly dark, her door opened and Lucien entered. He was carrying a candle, looking down at her when he got to her bed, his face serene and watchful.


  “Are you rested?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure. It’s not my body but my brain that needs to be at peace.”


  She was getting aroused looking at the man. She imaged that he was aroused too, knowing that because she was becoming familiar with the beating passions that invaded her body from his.


  “I want you now,” she said, reaching her hands out to him. “Right now, right here, this is where I want you.”


  He looked at her quizzically, as if it was a strange request, but he didn’t deny her. She almost thought he would. He set the candle on her bedside table, and climbed on the bed next to her, and began to make love. It was tender and easy. His hands without a raw fire, but with sweet passion stripped her of her clothes, as hers did the same to him, so that they were lying naked on top of the blankets. He entered her as she guided his erection with her own hands, spending a little extra time just to feel the texture of his hard penis with her fingertips. He was atop her, and then she atop him, and back and forth until they were both at the explosion point when they dropped to their sides so that neither was ascendant. He climaxed after stroking her several times, and she followed, cumming as his hands finished what his erection had failed to achieve.


  It seemed pitch black when she opened her eyes, but she wasn’t scared anymore. There was nothing spooky about him at all, or this room, or what had just taken place. He held her like an attentive lover would and kissed without some odd attitude or reminder of the other woman in his life.


  “I love you, Dana,” he whispered in her ear.


  “I love you, Lucien,” she replied to him. And for that instant, she did love without question, for that instant they were perfect lovers.


  




  Chapter Eight


  Dana woke the next morning feeling the exhilarating warmth of the sun immediately set the mood for a less troubling day. She lay looking towards the window on a morning that would be a cloudless blue with a hint of a spring breeze. It was already spring around her in this room with fields of flowers strewn everywhere. There were even fresh yellow roses on the table by the window. Thinking that Lucien was still in bed with her, Dana turned over to stroke his face and perhaps tease his lips with kisses. But to her surprise he was gone. Just wrinkled sheets remained to show that he’d slept there next to her all night long. She remembered his warm body just before dawn when she snuggled in next to it. With Lucien gone, it seemed he’d taken with him more than just his warmth, her contented peace was missing too.


  Jumping from bed, Dana went to the closet looking for something to wear; and with one of Ariel’s dressing gowns covering her body, she left the room to tiptoe about the house and find her lover. She suspected Lucien had gone to his studio and was working on the sculpture, but on the chance that her intuition was wrong, she went downstairs first, into the kitchen, the living room, and the library, calling his name softly as she moved through the empty places. She was reluctant to go to his studio, that place that had been a mystery to her until the day before. It was a place where she wasn’t welcome, just as he’d not been welcomed in Ariel’s. But not finding him downstairs, welcome or not, she would dare to find it again, even though it wouldn’t be an easy task. She’d found it the first time by accident when her heart was beating fast and her brain was irrationally running away with her. She wasn’t sure she could retrace her steps.


  Wandering about the second floor, Dana came to a door she never remembered going through. Down a short flight of steps and up another, she felt as if she was moving away from the house altogether, into another reality, a place far far outside of Ariel’s influence. She was not surprised to find that it was Lucien’s studio at the end of the last hallway. Though nothing looked to her as it had the day before, she knew this was the place. The door standing ajar, Dana peeked inside to see Lucien there, sitting on a stool staring at the remarkable work of art before him. A sculpting tool in his hand, he looked up at the statue of Ariel and Dana, the Ariel side of the piece peering down at him. His eyes were filled with tears.


  “Don’t let me make the same mistakes,” he spoke to the immobile stone. “Don’t let me, Ariel. I was so cruel to you. I took so much. I took your life. And here you still smile at me, look at me with those eyes. Don’t let me do it again.” His voice was hushed, befitting his formal demeanor, but it could not hide what was smoldering under the surface.


  Dana stared in rapt attention. Did the sculpture speak? Did the cold statue mouth some words to him in reply? It looked as though Lucien was listening carefully. His hands shook, his tears flowed. He was a picture of anguish. But then quite suddenly, he stood up, his expression furious. And clutching the sharp tool in his fist like a weapon, he attacked the sculpture with a vicious blast of jabs, attacking Ariel’s heart, and her eyes and hands, as if the ferocious act could destroy the soul that inhabited the stone.


  Transfixed, Dana’s heart began to pound, though her feet refused to move, even an inch. She gazed at the man she loved, seeing his emotions bleeding in rivers that rained down everywhere. His flailing arms were pummeling the rock as if to return it to the elements from which it was made. It was not Lucien at all she saw wailing out in rage, “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you,” but an altered form, a demon by the look of frenzy in his pale eyes. Without warning of the change, he suddenly moved like lightening away from the scarred piece and through the studio, as if he would tear the place apart.


  Dana didn’t wait to see more, for she saw his eyes seeking hers, as if he knew she was watching him. Whether he sensed she was there or not she didn’t wait to find out. Turning briskly, she raced away, hoping with her whole heart that he wouldn’t follow. A corridor and a full flight of stairs away, there were no footsteps behind her, just the sound of things crashing madly in the studio, a sound that became more distant with each step she took. Down stairs, upstairs, through doors, rooms, and corridors, she reached the wildflower bedroom and madly grabbed for her own clothes, leaving Ariel’s dressing gown in a heap by the door. Reaching for her camera equipment and her purse, she raced to the foyer, the door, and then onto the street. Her car, still sitting in front of the house like a beacon for what was substantially real about the world, waited for her to climb in and drive away. Inside, she sat for a moment, catching her breath, and looked towards the house one more time. No fleeting visions, n blonde woman, no Lucien, no Lucien anywhere to be seen. Starting the engine, she roared off, fast putting distance between her and the madman to whom she’d given up her heart.


  The week that followed was as blurred and foggy as Dana’s memory of her days in Lucien’s house. Going through the photographs was an arduous task. Everyone reminded her of Lucien, his smile, his wistful longing, his cool stare and his fury. She cried for four days, accepted no phone calls, answered none of the dozen messages on her machine, and crept about her house as if she was in the midst of a blizzard.


  The photographs were stunning, every painting captured in rude detail, along with all the emotions that she’d had when she took it. She cried first, turned away from them, and then embracing them like pieces of fine gold she went to bed with a handful in her hands. These were the most arousing ones, not of the paintings in the attic, but the more obscure pieces where copulating bodies floated in oils across canvases and into her mind where they stunned her body to lascivious acts. Looking at the pictures, she masturbated, sometimes five time a day, imaging herself and Lucien and wicked things she was foolish to think about – like going back to the house and loving him, putting her arms about his shivering body and holding him until the rage and tears had died away because he loved her more than he loved his grief. She thought of him stripping her naked and carrying her throughout the house, to every room, where he’d make love to her in an attempt to exorcise the place of his demon wife. She imagined him violating her deeply because only doing so in a most pervasive way could eradicate the cloud of horror that resided in his mind. Most dangerous of all, she imagined him sane, wrapping his arms about her in some quiet place far away from the uproar of his home, in a place of light, and gentleness. She imagined him making love to her as he had the very last time they were together, when he came to her amid the marvelous field of flowers that had been sown gaily about her room.


  Venting every thought, every possibility, living through it as if she could make it happen, she attempted to eradicate the man from her body and soul. But by the fourth day after her quick flight from the Broussard house, she wasn’t sure that she was any closer to her own sanity than Lucien was to his.


  When Dana finally listened to the messages on her answering machine, there were several from Nick, others from friends, all wondering where she’d disappeared to, and then one last one from Lucien.


  “I have scared you, witless, I’m sure. I can explain it all if you can give me the chance. Please call.” A dozen “hang-ups” followed that call. Had he tried to call again, all those times?”


  Dana still wasn’t ready to surface in the real world again, so she left a cryptic, “Don’t worry about me message,” on Nick’s machine and ignored the rest of the callers. A week later, Dana still not having emerged from her exile, there was another message from Lucien, “We must talk, about the book at the very least. My publisher tells me you’ve turned in half of the work already.”


  Lucien was right, they had to talk, but not at the house, never at the house again. Maybe somewhere on neutral ground where there was safety in numbers, where Ariel would never go, where she wouldn’t be seduced by him again, tempted to anything that would cause her sanity to crack wide apart as it was threatening to do. The next day, Dana called her publisher to arrange a meeting in his offices.


  




  Chapter Nine


  Dana was in the middle of reviewing photographs. There were hundreds heaped on her coffee table, piles of them to sort, and there were a dozen ways to sort them. In the midst of trying to make some sense out of Ariel’s distinctly “blue” period, Dana thought she heard the key in the lock of her front door. Jumping quickly to her feet, she watched as Nick came bursting in.


  “What the hell are you doing?” she exclaimed.


  “Finding out what’s happening to you,” he charged. His dark eyes flashed.


  “What gives you the right to open the door, to even have a key anymore?” She held out her hand for him to return it to her, but he pocketed it instead.


  “It’s been days, Dana. No one’s known where you are. You think I don’t worry about you?”


  “I was staying with Lucien.”


  “In his house?” Nick’s eyes widened.


  “Of course in his house. He wanted me to understand the paintings from a personal viewpoint. To get the complete effect.”


  “Personal viewpoint? Complete effect of what?”


  “The paintings in the light of day, and the dark of night, and even in the wee hours of the morning,” she explained.


  “You’re sleeping with him too.” Nick nodded his head.


  “It’s not your business if I am.”


  “It is if you’re in danger.”


  She hated him making a scene about Lucien and danger, but more than that she hated that he might have been right about the man all along. “Well now that you’ve seen that I’m all right, maybe you could go,” she managed to say.


  “No,” he said severely. He took her by the arm and led her into the living room, shoving her down to the sofa. His eyes caught sight of the photographs strewn across the coffee table, fixing on ones of naked bodies, including one of Lucien himself, stark naked – though he likely wouldn’t know that it was of Ariel Broussard’s husband.


  “These are the paintings?”


  “Just some of them.”


  “Pretty sexy,” he commented.


  “Does that bother you?”


  “Only because I know you went to bed with him,” Nick said.


  “And that’s going to bother you, when you’re sleeping with your business partner nearly every night?”


  “It’s different, Dana.”


  “He made me happy,” she said.


  “Happy? Really? You look like you’ve been crying for days.”


  “What I feel for Lucien in not your business. I’m not going to be sleeping with him again. It didn’t work out. But for the record, Lucien Broussard was an uncommon lover. He made me feel things I’ve never felt. He turned on lights in my body that had never burned, lit shadowy places of lust that will not close again. We made love in a dozen ways. I ran naked around his house, did nothing but have sex for days. I took his penis in my mouth, felt every inch of his glorious body, and I loved it all.” As she spoke, emotion welled in her that she never thought she could talk about; but after days of brooding over this to herself, with no outlet for her thoughts, it suddenly seemed like a perfect venue letting her ex-husband realize the woman she was, the woman he’d never have. “I cannot repay the man for his gifts to me. He will remain a lover I’ll obsess about forever, even if it was only for a short time. He proved what I needed to prove to myself. I’m not frigid, Nick. I just didn’t have the righ man.”


  Nick looked at her awed by her unexpected explosion. The Dana he knew would never have talked this way. Prim and guarded about sexual things, sex with her was for times of silence, in the shadowy darkness, not something that could be illuminated by frank discussion, or by the garish displays of sensuality that now lay on the in table between them in all their full colored glory.


  “I guess not,” Nick said, uncharacteristically without many words to counter her brusque attack. “But you’re not seeing him again?”


  “No.” She wondered how much to tell him, if he even deserved an answer, but there was a sweetness about his unabashed awe that made her soften to him. When he was like this, he was sexy, especially now, especially after having had all her own sexual feelings awakened. “He’s not stable. I understand that now.”


  “Were you in real danger?”


  “No,” she fibbed. “But his house was odd and so was he, and I couldn’t be comfortable there after awhile. I’m finishing the book, but I don’t expect to return to his house or him.”


  Nick looked happy for that information, but he wasn’t as relieved as he was amazed by his ex-wife. She’d been shaken when he arrived but after her lecture on sex, she was exuding that quality he’d noticed before in the last few weeks, an distinctive aura of sensuality. The mussed curls of her hair floated about her face, her eyes almost snapped and snarled with sexual allure, and one side of her ancient sweatshirt with the neck cut out had fallen off her shoulder revealing white skin and the delicate bones of her neck line nearly down to her left breast. There was no bra strap, she was naked underneath.


  It was not that Dana hadn’t always had an attractive body. It was flawless in some ways, and so delicious to touch. But with no passion flowing through her limbs and loins it had become difficult to be aroused by the cool, prim and nervous woman. She was different now, brushing a strand of hair away from her face. He was surprised that she was even smiling coyly as if she meant to seduce him.


  “You know you look really good right now,” Nick said. He was getting hard inside his pants just looking at her.


  “Thank you,” Dana replied.


  “I mean really different, like you’ve become the woman that I always knew was there.”


  “Always? Like you always knew what was best for me?” she asked.


  “Hey, I’m not trying to say that at all. It’s just that I was once attracted to you, and I guess I am again.”


  “Funny, how things like this happen,” she said. “Now that we’re divorced.”


  “Yes, final just last week,” he remembered.


  “Official now,” she agreed, shaking her head.


  “But you’re okay?” he said, rising from the sofa.


  “I’m okay,” she said, without a hint of malice for the question.


  “And you’re going ahead with the book?”


  “It’s almost finished. I just have to get all these into some reasonable order.” Dana stood and stared down at the pictures. “Though I think I’ve finally figured it out.” What had been a quandary to her for days, how to organize Ariel Broussard’s work and life, was perfectly clear to her now. She was surprised she’d had a problem with it at all. Maybe she could thank Nick for intruding on her privacy long enough for her confusion to clear.


  “Well, I guess I’ll go,” he said.


  “You probably should.” As they started towards the door, a wild tempest of feeling that was rising in Dana. Her body, now so use to being raw with sexual sensation was raw again, more so because Nick was stimulating the feelings. Everywhere she was feeling prickly, the way she’d feel just before Lucien would pop out of some corner and assault her. But no, it was Nick, not Lucien inciting this bout of desire.


  At the door they stopped. By some chance, or simply driven by the energy they were both experiencing, they were just standing inches apart; and this time she wasn’t backing away from him. He stood with his hand on the door knob about to open it, but then turned to her, his other hand reaching out as though he was going to cuddle her warmly and give her a peck on the cheek. Instead however, his lips met her lips and his mouth opened, engaging her in a deep kiss.


  “No, Nick, not now,” was her only protest, and one he ignored because her body was telling him otherwise. His hand moved inside her sweatshirt, and quickly discovered the naked breasts that had provoked him earlier. Every touch to her pliable skin was met with a burst of sensation, as if her body was exploding into his. Grappling, they moved in small steps to the stairs, then inched their way up the long straight flight until at the top step, they hurried towards the bedroom.


  Dana tumbled to the bed as Nick pulled the sweatshirt off over her head. Dana, pulled her sweatpants down herself, as Nick watched excited. His own clothes fell to the floor piece by piece. Dana was laid out for him like a diva, an old world voluptuary, a seductress, tempting him with eyes that clawed at his sexual self. His erection was fully hard by the time his naked body loomed over hers. She spread her legs wide for him, as he moved on top of her and pressed himself against her groin. Warm and wet, the welcome was more eager than any he’d had when they were married. More glorious still, she was ravenous, with hands combing his familiar form, squeezing his ass cheeks, running fingers where it was painfully sensitive to feel. She met his moving hips, hers thrashing in time to some natural rhythm she’d acquired since they’d been apart. They wrestled across every inch of the bed, from top to bottom, rolling over and back again, changing places, changing dominance, fighting with each other in a war f pinches, nibbles and grasping hands, their sexual anticipation soaring.


  “Ah, gawd nooooo. Please, please yes,” she wailed loudly.


  She was scathing, pleasure something she’d never have vocalized before. Nick groaned replies, his only message was one of unashamed yearning for more still.


  “Good gawd, Dana, you’re wonderful,” he gasped in awe, as if a miracle was happening, finding her this way now. “I love you,” he murmured softly, as he held her in that last minute before the ejaculation, then he bellowed with an unceasing groan as his climax came and went. Unlike the Dana of the past, whose climax was never as important Nick’s, this Dana moved on him until she was bursting too. And when she was finished, and they lay together exhausted, he could feel her energy everywhere blanket them both with a luscious remembrance. They remained for minutes side by side until all the sexual feeling had swept through them and was gone. Replaced by the discomfort of being in bed with a man she didn’t love, Dana suddenly bolted from bed, and grabbed her robe.


  “You don’t have to cover up so quick,” Nick said.


  “Yes, I do,” she replied, and she walked out of the bedroom. “I’ll see you downstairs.”


  Dana sat passively in the living room looking into the dying fire in the grate. Hearing Nick coming down the stairs, she looked up.


  “I guess I’d better go now,” he said. She nodded at him, and walked him to the door. The silence about them was deafening, an uncomfortable accompaniment to an uncomfortable ending.


  “You don’t really love me,” Dana finally said.


  “Why would you say that?” Nick replied.


  “Because you don’t. It was lust and conquest.”


  “Are you telling me you didn’t want to make love?” he asked.


  “No. Not at all. I loved it, but there isn’t love here anymore.”


  “How can you be so sure?” he asked.


  She turned to him, and stared at his steely eyes. He looked as if he was threatened by her detachment. “Because I don’t feel anything now. No warmth or affection. Can you tell me you do?”


  “I don’t know, Dana. Sometimes I think if you really loved me, I’d feel something for you, but you won’t let yourself anymore.”


  “I thought you were in love with Ellen?”


  He shook his head. “I suppose I am. You were just so tempting, like I’ve never had you before.”


  “Maybe I had to prove to you that I could be that way,” she said.


  “Well then I guess you triumphed,” he said.


  “It isn’t about triumph, Nick,” she answered kindly. “Maybe now we can put our past behind us where it belongs and get on to other things.”


  “You think that’s how this works?” Nick asked.


  “Why not?”


  “Because for me it raises more questions; it doesn’t answer anything at all.”


  “Then I’m sorry. It really shouldn’t have happened that way.” She was looking a little sad. Maybe it would have been easier if she could have just fallen in love with him all over again. But that didn’t happen. In the back of her mind the entire time they were making love, she was thinking of Lucien, only Lucien. Even when Nick’s arms warmly held her, it was Lucien in her thoughts.


  “Yeah, well, that’s the way it goes,” he replied. “Just watch yourself. You’re as vulnerable as I am. And if Lucien Broussard is as unstable as you tell me, you’ll be a fool to go back to him.”


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I can’t imagine that happening.”


  Seeing her ex-husband’s wary expression, she knew Nick didn’t believe her, and then again how could he? She didn’t believe herself.


  




  Chapter Ten


  Gordon Field’s office was bright and cheery compared to Lucien’s doleful relic of a home. Seeing her unstable lover for the first time in two weeks in such cheerful surroundings, he looked like a god sitting in one of Gordon’s plush office chairs. His long legs were crossed in a casual pose, sanity and calmness wreaking from every pore, even from the look in his eyes when he turned towards her, having heard her enter.


  “You look wonderful,” Lucien said, as Dana sat down at opposite him.


  She laid the portfolio of pictures on the conference table in front of her, and Gordon settled himself in a chair between them.


  “Thank you,” she said, keeping her feelings guarded. She was certain that Lucien could tell how her heart was beating in her chest, how her body juices were wet with expectancy. Even though she would be careful with herself, he knew her well.


  “You two did some fine work,” Gordon said, as he thumbed through the book of pictures, and briefly read the copy that Dana had been working on since she left Lucien’s house.


  “There are a few refinements that I want to work on,” she said. “And I’m not sure of all the paintings, that’s why it would be good for Lucien to give his input.”


  “Is it okay for me to take this home?” Lucien asked.


  “That’s the point,” she said with a smile.


  For a time the conversation swam around her, Gordon and Lucien joked lightly about the project as if it was simple and uncomplicated – neither of which was true. Dana answered their questions in the same easy going vein, almost spoken without thinking. She was concentrating on Lucien. In his pale gray double breasted suit, white starched shirt and the tie that was a modern collage of color much like his wife’s art, he had perfected impeccable. No shock of hair out of place, his cologne fragrant but not overpowering. It was the scent that she remembered from the house, its immediate effect, turning what was a simmering sexual fire inside her into a full raging blast.


  “Dana,” Gordon called to her, pulling her from the day-dream.


  “Yes, I’m sorry,” she said, shaking off her thoughts.


  “Lucien tells me you weren’t able to photograph all the paintings. You missed some in Ariel’s studio?”


  “Yes. She was just about finished, but not quite,” Lucien said.


  “I am finished,” Dana interjected. “I chose not to include those, Lucien. There were others that I thought would be far more powerful for the book.”


  “I’m afraid on that, I quite disagree,” he said. He looked stubborn, and for that instant a little cold, where his expression had been nothing but warm to that point.


  There was an interruption, Gordon’s secretary at the door calling the editor out of the room. “Excuse me,” he said. “Why don’t you two work out the arrangements for these last photographs while I’m gone?” He left the room in silence, both Dana and Lucien stubbornly not speaking. They stared at each other for interminable seconds, before Lucien finally spoke.


  “You made love to him, didn’t you?” he said. The tenor of his voice so like her memory of it, softly seductive as if was wooing her one more.


  “Made love? To whom?


  “To your husband,” he said.


  “How would you know that?” she asked, shocked.


  “I smell his scent on you.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “Possibly.”


  “If you say that to ease my mind, it’s not going to work,” Dana said.


  “No, I suppose it wouldn’t. But you must believe me, Dana, there are explanations for everything you saw the day you fled.”


  She heard a trace of scorn in his delivery. “I’m sure there are. But you scared me. I can’t go back to your house, ever.”


  “I understand how you feel,” he acknowledged.


  “Then why are you making a big deal about those pictures in Ariel’s studio?”


  “I think they need to be considered, and I’ll bring them to you if necessary.”


  Dana shook her head, wishing she could say everything that she was feeling, but nothing was making sense to her, not her emotions and not her fear. Only her attraction and even love for the man made any sense. She wanted to touch him, to be comforted by him, be held and made love to and kissed. She wanted to kiss him back with her whole heart and body. And yet, even as she yearned for the man that loved her, she saw his face again, contorted as it had been the last time she’d seen him. She saw the twisted visage furious with rage, and his hands with the sculpting tool he’d clutched as a weapon.


  “I’m scared of you,” she said. “Of the person you are that you don’t share with me. You practically admitted to killing Ariel. Here when I’ve defended you. I can’t get your madness out of my mind.”


  “You’ve defended me?” he wondered aloud.


  “To myself mostly, and to Nick, who, by the way, believes you murdered Ariel, and there simply wasn’t enough evidence to prosecute.”


  “You believe him?


  “I don’t know.”


  “I know how damning it may seem, but I can explain it all.”


  “I’m sure you could, and I’d probably melt in your arms again, you have the advantage of me. And you know that. You’re a shrewd man. You used the house and its spooks to charm me, and charm me you did. But I can’t live with that, or a man who has a violent temper. You frightened me, Lucien.”


  “I’m sorry for that day, but believe me, the temper’s gone now.”


  “Gone? How would I know?”


  “Come to the house with me,” he suggested. “I’ll show you.”


  “No.” She shook her head adamantly.


  “Then we’ll have lunch,” he said. He was as calm as ever, his eyes and expression warming to tenderness.


  Before Dana had a chance to reply, Gordon Field walked back in the room. It was just as well. She’d decline Lucien’s offer. She had no choice.


  “So, have you got things arranged?” Gordon asked.


  “Yes, I think so,” he said. “I’ll bring the last of the paintings to the Rotham Studio. They have the proper facilities to photo-graph them.”


  This was new to Dana, but it had to be acceptable. If Lucien was going to act sane, she certainly would have to too.


  “Good,” Gordon said. “Then you can finish, in what? Three, four weeks?”


  “Probably. As soon as Lucien returns the mock-up to you with his suggestions, I’ll continue.” Dana refused to open closed doors. If her heart could be hard, it had to be now. There was no going back, no listening to his explanations. He could just as easily cast his spell on her in her own home, or on a street corner, or in some bustling cafe, no differently than he had in his house. It didn’t matter that Ariel’s ghost would not be there to help the effort. Just looking at the man, she was certain that his power to seduce her was stronger than ever.


  Dana escaped the morning meeting without making any commitments to Lucien Broussard. She left Gordon’s office as though she was sneaking out like a thief, taking away all of Lucien’s hopes for another conversation. She couldn’t cast a last longing look at him, couldn’t make contact with his sorrowful, sultry, magnetic eyes. She hoped her heart could rise above its grief, greet her with some new song to sing, another place to search for love, a place where there were no ghosts or violent, quixotic men. And yet still she wished for a man with all the seductive sexual heat that this one man bore within his passionate nature.


  Dana feared closing her eyes at night. She feared the feel of his kisses coming to her, the mellow warmth of his soft lips meeting hers with just a taste of wet between them before they opened wide. She could smell his cologne when she breathed deep, its aroma moving all the fixed and narrow places in her so they became wide expansive ones where her lust could play.


  It would take time to get over him, and perhaps not until the book was out of her hands. Then, one day after another would pass without him and she’d forget his house. The paintings would fade away in her mind replaced by other more important things for her future. The image of his face would alter in little ways so she couldn’t see it clearly anymore. And then after a time when she closed her eyes, she wouldn’t feel his kisses, but someone else’s on her lips. And when she’d open her eyes there would be another someone there smiling at her with a sane and gentle face.


  




  Chapter Eleven


  Dana was glad for the blooming things around her. All traces of winter had been swept away, no snow, no cold, just the beginnings of those endless days leading into summer. Ones with the fragrance of rupturing buds, breaking open to shower the air with a feast of heaven’s rain. Her last work on Ariel Broussard’s book was two weeks past. With the last of it, she’d purged her house of every photograph, stray or beloved that had attached itself like flypaper to her desks and tables. The day after she’d delivered the entire manuscript to Gordon, the sun had come out shining like it had been reborn. Bathing her townhouse with an incredibly brilliant glow, she felt washed clean of cobwebs and ghosts. According to plan, Lucien’s influence on her was fading. Only in the loneliest part of the night – which she often avoided by reading very late until she couldn’t keep her eyes open – would his visage come to her. The kisses and the remembrance of sublime moments in his hands made the longing for him begin again.


  By the first of June, Dana was certain she would be thinking of other men.


  Nick came back to her once, and she found herself in bed with him again. Not because there was passion sweeping though her this time. Some raging inferno that had to be satisfied before she was walking the streets looking for any old guy to screw. It was bittersweet this time, Nick and Ellen having separated because Nick wouldn’t commit to her. Dana feared her night with her ex-husband had been the sticking point in his relationship with Ellen. For that she regretted the act, thinking more of Ellen’s obvious pain than Nick’s. Taking him into her bed this second time after the divorce, it was more an act of mercy. She was feeling gracious, offering him a moment away from his quandaries. In the past all she’d offered him were her endless thoughts and opinions. This time she’d offer him her body.


  He came one afternoon after an argument with Ellen, and a downer of an investigation that had ended badly for his client. At such a low point, it was hard not to be sympathetic. Nick was wistful, just wanting some conversation. He eyed her sadly and chronicled his woes, while she listened with a heartfelt expression, thinking in the back of her mind how far she’d come. They lived in such different worlds, no wonder they couldn’t stay married. He saw the seediness of life at every turn, wallowed in it as if there was some fascination with the macabre elements of human nature. She’d always known he reveled in the danger of being a detective, but until this moment, she hadn’t realized how much he was fixed on misery itself. How could they ever have a decent relationship in that kind of venue? Perhaps in that way Nick and Lucien were alike. Her most recent lover’s fixation with the past was as dreary as Nick’s obsession with the squalid side of life. She pitied Nick. Looking at his weary face, the lins drawn there hadn’t been there two months before, nor had the worry on his brow, nor the sweetness of his brown eyes.


  “Why don’t you come to bed with me?” she said, reaching out to him like a sumptuous, healing madam. “You look like you could use a little tenderness.”


  He looked surprised, but not flustered. He was a man used to making the most of his opportunities, and he didn’t balk at this one.


  “I thought I was kicked out of your bed permanently?” he remarked.


  “Nothing’s ever permanent. And maybe, I’ve become a creature of the situation.”


  “And I deserve it now?” he asked. They were both on their feet moving towards the staircase and her bedroom.


  “Deserve? Maybe not,” she replied. “But it would feel good to me, as long as you don’t take it seriously.”


  He was behind her, pressing his lips to her neck. She shivered with cold chills and then a sensuous glow. Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, she let his lips continue in a journey down her shoulders. He pulled at her sweater until it was half off her shoulder, then he reached around to fondle her breasts and play with her nipples until they were hard.


  “You’d do this for any man?” he asked.


  “No,” she answered. “Not many at all.”


  There was a firm shove at her back. Nick was anxious. He moved with her up the stairs and into the guest bedroom – not hers this time, but into one that seemed foreign to them both. Pulling clothes off a piece at a time, they dove into familiar flesh in this unfamiliar place, so it almost seemed they were strangers to each other – taking a fragment of time away from life for a scandalous copulation.


  Nick was more gentle than demanding as if he knew he was at her mercy for every stroke of his erection in the warm depth of her vagina. She wasn’t a woman he knew anymore. This Dana was moist and fragrant and hot in the places where a woman should be. She was fired by his touch, pleased with the way his hand moved over her skin. She replied to his eagerness with such relish, he had to wonder that it wasn’t Ellen with him, or one of the dozen one-night-stands that over the years he’d made his bed with for a few brief hours on a horny night.


  Life is a strange commodity, they were both thinking as they reached a soft moving climax – not of spectacular proportions, especially not to the degree the last time they’d landed in bed. Life had brought them both to this one lonely moment in each other’s arms. Being with each other was good enough even though it wasn’t where either one wanted to be.


  “You aren’t the same woman I lived with,” Nick said, as he lay on top of the bed after they’d pulled apart.


  “You can credit Lucien with that.”


  “Something odd happened to you in that house,” he said.


  “I suppose so.”


  “But you’re still not seeing him anymore?”


  “No.” It was a door closing kind of “no” because she didn’t want to talk about Lucien. Having sex with Nick felt good, but it didn’t put him back in middle of her life.


  “Well, I suppose I should repair things with Ellen,” he said, as he pulled from the bed, and started to dress.


  “Is that possible?” Dana asked.


  “She wanted me to be over you,” he said.


  “And are you now?” she asked.


  He looked at her and shrugged. “You know me. I don’t ask many questions, I like things figured out, and I don’t like them to change. I don’t know who you are anymore, Dana. And even though I like what I see, I guess you alarm me.”


  “So you won’t be coming here for comfort anymore?” she wondered aloud.


  He smiled. “I’m not sure you’d let me in the door,” he said.


  Dana smiled too, finally thinking that they’d had a really good ending, even if it left her lonely.


  “Just for the record,” he’d said as he was leaving. “You’re doing the right thing with Broussard. What I saw in his files was really bizarre. The violence, the drugs. It was a hellish situation.”


  “Drugs?” She shook her head and closed her eyes. “No Nick, I don’t want to know about it,” she said adamantly.


  “Okay. I guess I still have to put my two cents in.”


  They kissed good-bye. No lingering lips, no tender affection, just a last kiss to seal the end.


  Other than that one time, Dana had no sex, just occasional masturbations when thoughts of Lucien raged out of control. Now, with those moments becoming less frequent, she thought of summer and warm days, and men. Perhaps even another lover.


  Dana took another photography assignment, one hardly as challenging as the last. Strictly commercial photography for a full color catalogue of home interior furnishings. Little in this assignment would play with her senses, there would be none of Ariel Broussard’s artwork, or shadowy bachelors with secrets to climb inside her brain and body as she worked. Her days were sometimes a little numbing with repetition, but it made for a gentle meandering back into the world of being single. She was reminded daily that her life had taken a major change after the divorce. Lucien had stalled the process for her, taking charge of her psyche so well for several months. With him drifting away now, there was both panic and excitement as she carved out a different life, and what she believed was a brand new personality.


  Tea with her friend Leslie, at a tiny downtown cafe was Dana’s first excursion into a normal life in some months. They were sipping the herbal brew while engaging in chatty conversation, covering all the gossip that she had missed being consumed by her love affair with Lucien. Looking at Leslie’s brown eyes as the woman rambled on, Dana wondered if her old friend would see any of the changes that Nick had noticed so easily.


  “You get over that artist fellow?” Leslie asked her.


  “Pretty much,” Dana replied.


  “He had a good effect on you though,” she said, “I can tell that.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yeah, you’ve changed. Not big things. It’s more a matter of substance. You were looking pretty harried six months ago, and now, well … ” it was difficult to put into words, “I’ve never seen you so gentle with your clothes.”


  “That’s a strange way to put it,” Dana said.


  “You always dressed a little prim,” Leslie explained. “I like the new style … breezy, even a little seductive. You think it might have been the artist inspiring you?”


  She smiled. “I know it was Lucien.” Dana answered.


  “Then why’d you break it off?” Leslie asked.


  “He was living in world I couldn’t stay in,” Dana replied. “A matter of sanity, I suppose.”


  Leslie sighed. “Why is it the great lovers are all a little loony,” she said.


  “You believe that?”


  “It’s true in my life.”


  “I don’t know, I wouldn’t consider Nick loony,” Dana said. “He’d go stark raving mad sometimes, but it wasn’t exactly the same thing as Lucien. Then too, I can’t say he was a great lover.”


  “The truth is, Dana, all men are mad as March hares in one form or another, they just show it in different ways.”


  “Maybe I should take some solace in that?” Dana said.


  “That way you don’t have to be shocked when it happens,” Leslie said. She always spoke as if she knew everything. And for the time, Dana would believe her.


  Fifteen minutes later, Dana was on the street alone, walking briskly back to her car. She was taking the rest of the afternoon off, and thinking of a hundred things she ought to be doing, when the thought of going home and taking a long bubble bath suddenly became the foremost thing in her mind.


  It was a noisy street late in the day, the beginning of rush hour with the traffic picking up its pace and volume. She was jostled several times on her way to the parking garage, and just as she was walking into the concrete structure, she was startled by an incessant honking horn, then a black car pulling to her side. With a swiftness that would suggest some brand of magic, the face of Lucien Broussard appeared to her, highlighted by the bright sinking sun behind him.


  “Lucien,” she gasped, as if she needed some verification. Of course it was him, black Mercedes, tall virile body that swooped over her as he came closer still.


  “Hop inside,” he said, opening the car door. There were cars backed up behind him, waiting to get into the garage and the noisy blares of impatient horns drove Dana to follow Lucien’s command without thinking. Sitting in the passenger’s seat, she took a deep breath. Six weeks worth of forgetting the man had gone out the window in one brief second as her eyes rested on him for just a single instant.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “Spiriting you away,” he said, with the same soft winsome smile that had first wooed her.


  “Haven’t you done enough of that?”


  “You won’t return my calls,” he reminded her.


  “You haven’t called in two weeks,” Dana reminded him. “I thought you’d forgotten me.”


  “Forgotten you? Never,” he explained passionately. “I was just getting a few things in order.”


  “In order for what?”


  “In order to show you all my changes.”


  She was suspicious and she had to tell him so. “You left our relationship badly with all that craziness in the studio.”


  “No, you, Dana, left it badly,” he countered her. “Not staying to let me explain, that was bad manners.”


  “Good god, you were tearing up your studio! What did you want me to do?” Her voice rose, sounding tinny. She was nearly in tears.


  Lucien animated expression suddenly changed. “You were scared, I understand. And I can forgive that too. But it’s been a long time since that day. Maybe we can put it in a different light now.”


  “I don’t know how? Please, Lucien, I think you should take me back to my car.”


  She was hanging on to the doorknob, trembling. But when Lucien reached to her lap and let his hand rest on her thigh, she began to calm. “You’re not going back to your car until you’ve seen the house, and until we’ve talked. I promise, I won’t hurt you. I never would have even on that day, and I won’t now.”


  She was shivering still, cold as icicles hanging from a dormant tree. All the passion in her was beating in her throat, not in her heart and loins. She was afraid to feel anything in those vulnerable places. Afraid, but knowing that the storm of desire in her had not died away at all. Perhaps that storm had brewed all these days waiting for such a moment to come when she’d be overpowered by Lucien. She couldn’t want this deranged man, and yet she did.


  Seeing the house made her heart freeze even more. Like entering the lair of thieves come to steal her away from the real world again, she knew the effect the lush rooms would have on her body. She felt the arousal happening between her legs, the charge of power that was recklessly opening her frozen veins to the sex driven sensations. She wanted to escape, but that wouldn’t happen, not with Lucien more resolved than she was. He was fixed, while there was chaos taking over her reason and her sanity. He’d led her so easily before as he was leading her now. And the path was a frenzied one.


  Through the gate, up the stairs, the click of the key in the lock. Lucien’s hand was at her back guiding her through every hazardous step. Opening the door, the huge thing swung wide with no one on the other side, not even the ghost of Ariel to hold it back. Stepping inside, Dana registered shock, the dizziness as alarming as she remembered it from months before. And yet, the sight before her was more astonishing than she could ever imagine.


  “Good lord, what have you done!” she exclaimed.


  Walking beyond Lucien, she looked from the foyer, to the library, to the living room, her eyes pulled to the staircase and its hand-carved banister that drew her eye to the heights of the second floor balcony. In every room it was the same, the same unexpected and startling sight.


  The house was empty!


  The drapes had been stripped from the windows, rugs rolled away, the massive furniture gone, and everywhere that Ariel’s art had hung on the walls, there were empty places. The smell of fresh paint was the only perfume to greet her nostrils. She breathed it deep, reality dawning on her addled brain.


  “You’re leaving,” she gasped. Turning around she looked at Lucien who stood passively in the doorway.


  “Yes,” he confirmed.


  “But —”


  “The first day I met you, I told you I’d be selling. You didn’t believe me?”


  “No. I guess not.”


  “You began something in me, Dana. I knew it would happen, knowing the kind of woman that you were. You followed me into my horrors, came to them with me, and it’s purged now.”


  Dana shook her head, as if that would help her understand what he meant. But rather than questioning him, or Lucien explaining further, he came to her, grasped her hand in his and led her up the stairway.


  “Where are you taking me?” she asked, halfway to the second floor.


  “My studio.”


  They moved briskly down the corridor to the right of the landing and up a second staircase to the third floor. In every room, Dana caught the smell of paint, and the look of clean and sterile vacancy. Not a single painting on the walls or leaning against them. Not a stick of furniture, or even a speck of dust. Everything had been swept away, scrubbed and washed clean of all woe and memory of it. The only substance of the former occupants that remained was the trace of sensuality lingering in wall and floors that could never be exorcised. The potent reign of lust had permeated the house from the foundation to the old, substantial timbers that rose above it. But beyond that ever present sensuality, there was no sign of Ariel’s ghost, or supernatural meanderings. No apparitions between the shadows on the wall, no obscure images to frighten her.


  At the top of the second flight of stairs a door opened into Lucien’s studio. How strange that now there was a direct line to his lofty room.


  “I don’t remember this being here before,” she said.


  Lucien looked at her oddly. “It hasn’t moved.”


  “And where is Ariel’s studio?” she inquired.


  “Through that door,” he answered, motioning to one on far side of the large room.


  “Always?” she went on confused.


  “Always,” he confirmed. “Though I know that sometimes the direct door to anything is obscured by the human heart.”


  Dana was too dumbfounded to speak. She looked about the studio, seeing that it was the one lone room in the house that had survived the cleansing wind, though it too was much less cluttered than the first time she’d seen it. The project of emptying it was still under way. What remained was one work table, Lucien’s sculpturing implements and a single block of stone, covered by a cloth that draped it to the floor. Some distance from the statue, a lone chair sat by itself just waiting for someone to claim it. The ancient ladder-back bore spots of old, dried paint splashed here and there.


  Dana’s eye moved from the centerpiece of the room, to the door at the far side. Her mind refused to believe that the entrance to Ariel’s studio could be so easily found. Crossing the room, she tried the knob and it opened easily, her first glance confirming what Lucien had said. Ariel’s studio, dustless and empty, greeted her disbelieving eyes with its stark white walls. The drapes had been removed from the skylight windows so that vivid beams of sunlight made dazzling imprints on the hardwood floor.


  Turning away from the empty room, Dana closed the door behind her, facing Lucien and his unassuming calm.


  “I must have been dreaming,” she said.


  “Or nearly as mad as I was,” he said.


  She might not have believed that before, but it was hard not to now.


  “So what’s going to happen to the house?”


  “It will be sold. I’m leaving.”


  “I can’t imagine you without it,” she said.


  “Staying here was a fact I never considered from the moment Ariel’s book began.”


  “But you seemed so totally involved with it when I was here, as if nothing could pry you from its grasp.”


  “Ah, that was the truth. There were demons in me to exorcise. That was my task with you.”


  “I wish I understood,” Dana said, shaking her head, “but right now, you’re as mystical and hard to fathom as you ever were. And that scares me.”


  “You’re scared, Dana, because the passion I feel is so much like your own.”


  She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. The strange distance between them hardly seemed befitting of a personal conversation, but she was too wary to move.


  “Come, sit down,” he said, motioning to the chair. The chair was a comfortable distance from Lucien, so she took his offer.


  “You came to me at a point of choice in my life, “Lucien began, “the proverbial fork in the road.” He mulled his thoughts, while pacing in front of her, stroking his chin like a thoughtful old professor. Then taking up a sculpturing tool in his hand, a dangerous one, he whipped around and faced her. “You were scared because the passion in me looms dark, because my eyes light with the devil’s light, because with a simple blow I seek to destroy.” His hand hit the lone standing easel in the room and it clattered to the floor.


  Dana jumped, seeing light in his eyes from some heaven or some hell. It was difficult to tell. He turned back to her, his expression abruptly softening. “I would never hurt you, and I never hurt Ariel.” His voice trailed away like it was caught on some unseen breeze and transported elsewhere.


  “But you told me she was murdered. And when I found you here, that last day, you said you killed her.”


  “Did I?” he answered. “Did I speak to her that way?” He chuckled as his mind reeled back to the moment before the twin statue. Dana read his thoughts, exactly where they went. She was in his mind, strangely walking along his trail of sadness. “Yes,” he went on, “I am responsible for her death. I tried to love her, to hold her dear. But she was a hard woman to keep sane. Hard to save from herself. The last two years of her life she lived on drugs, mind altering substances that seemed to fall into her hands, regardless of how many times I’d destroy them. It started with the Tiptons. She never got over her banishment from pristine society. A little piece of her always regretted, always second guessed, looked back with anger and remorse. It tore her apart, and I, with all my boyish schemes, with all my haughty self-assurance, did nothing in the end to save her.


  “She fell down the stairs, swooned on her feet, the drugs in her system made her feel omnipotent.” Alone with his thoughts for a moment, he moved towards the window and looked out, then turned back to Dana. “I suppose you were told that I was violent? How I tore the house apart to find the poison that was poisoning her. Yes, I tore it from one end to the other. But I never laid a hand on her. Funny how she watched me storm about every room in search of her contraband. She had this innocent look in her eyes the whole time. She knew exactly where she’d hidden her pills, and the morphine, and whatever else she used to get high. I suppose it was a game we played. If I’d have found them and they’d been destroyed, she would have ceased to take them – at least until she found a source to give her more. Frankly, I think they came from an old lover, the one before me, John Stoss, but I still don’t know. Ah! I was as violent as a raging animal and more dangerous.” The tool in his fist, he raised to eye level and inspected. “This did tremendous damage in every room of this house,” he said looking at Dana. “But I never laid a hand on Ariel. “The night she died, I suspect that she gave up on herself. She stood at the top of the staircase and then was gone. I saw her tumble down the steps, limp as a flower uprooted by a fierce gust of wind. And pale as though she’d never seen the light of the sun. She was so pale. Ariel,” his voice nurtured the word as though it was a small child. “You know the sprite from Shakespeare’s Tempest? That sprite? That Ariel? My wife befit the name, like that nymph. But there was little strength in her. She died because I couldn’t save her, and more because she couldn’t save herself.


  “You, Dana, went with me to the very core of her, you saw her with my eyes, you became as immersed as I was in her frantic sexual vision. You understood the pain that was in her loins. I know that. You, by some miraculous means, celebrated her in these rooms with me. I consider there no greater gift to a man, than for the woman he loves to – even unwittingly – travel down the darkest roads of his life and not run away.”


  “But I did run away,” Dana reminded him.


  “No. You merely needed a moment to absorb the shock of what you saw. But you did come back with me today.” He smiled. “For that, I thank-you, Dana.”


  “You see things so much differently than I do,” she said.


  “But you see them now?”


  “Yes, I think I do.”


  “She haunts me no more, my love” he said. “Oh, her memory I cannot banish from me. But the power she had over me, that obsessive darkness, that brooding that kept me here for so many years, that kept me from making a new life – that is gone. I know that as surely, as I know that you love me still. I don’t ask for answers now, or commitments, or even making love. I only ask that you consider what I’ve said, and how it feels to you in your soul.”


  Lucien stopped speaking. Silence engulfing them both, he stared at her for a long time, then going to the covered statue, he whisked the cloth away, and unveiled the alabaster stone. Glancing at it for a few seconds, he nodded to Dana, and then walked out of the room.


  The sculpture before her was the same statue that had bore the marks of Lucien’s strong arm defacing the work of what he created. And yet it was a different piece that stood before her than the one that she accidentally discovered that day. There was just one woman now emerging from the rock, just Dana. The part that had been Ariel was behind her in ruins, the ruins themselves sculpted to look like so much forgotten debris. The naked figure of Dana appeared to rise out of the devastation with a remarkable strength. Her face proud and kind and sensuous, just as she would have liked to view herself, even though she was afraid to do so.


  Was it possible that she’d played a part in a transformation? Had Lucien shaken the effect of the ever present woman? It certainly looked that way, seeing how the house was now bereft of all traces of Lucien’s former life and his unfathomable wife. But what did this mean, this statue? What was he asking of her? Laying her hand along the cold stone, she felt the flesh in alabaster as cold as the real life breathing flesh of her own body. Hers was a cold that would warm, she was certain of that. But it certainly wouldn’t happen as long as she remained in the pinnacle of the house, far from the man that could give her frozen limbs their life again.


  Dana found Lucien downstairs standing in the middle of an empty room, what had been the living room. His arm was on the mantle, his head resting against it in contemplation.


  “She’s not here anymore,” Dana said.


  Lucien turned around. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since the paintings left. But then perhaps she’ll return to haunt the new owners.”


  “Where are her paintings?”


  “At the gallery where they’ll be shown for a while, and then probably carted away to some shortage facility.”


  “You wanted none of them?”


  “I have them all. I have the book,” he said smiling.


  “That you do, in about two months. So, where are you going?” Dana asked.


  “I’ve taken a loft apartment. But I’ll travel for a while. Ariel made me a rich man, and I have no reason to remain here at all. Another environment will serve me well.”


  “You’ll be sure to tell me where you’re going?” Dana asked.


  “So, you think you want to see me again?” he asked looking hopeful.


  “I know I do,” she said.


  “But there’s a lot to absorb, and I’m sure you’ll want to check your sources about my story. The police might be helpful.”


  “Actually, I wasn’t thinking that at all. I’m more inclined to check my own feelings, Lucien. All this is a shock.”


  “And I understand that. I suppose I could have told you my plans before. But I do get obsessed when I’m creating something new.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  It wasn’t the moment to run to him, there was too much wistful remembrance in the air, filling them both. There was no room for anything new, not yet. They had to let the past die first.


  Blessing him with a warm though tentative smile, Dana left. Only when she hit the street did she realize that she had no car, and Lucien had not offered her a ride. That was not a difficult problem to overcome. One block down, she hailed a cab that took her back downtown, and to the parking garage where Lucien had found her.


  




  Chapter Twelve


  Six weeks later …


  There was a message on her answering machine.


  “My address is 212 Twenty-third Street. I’m at the top of the building. Come any time.”


  Dana knew Lucien had gone somewhere out of the country, not because he told her, but because she was still connected with him enough to know that. While he traveled, she remained home, though in her thoughts she went with him each step of the journey, smelling foreign wines and strange cuisines, tasting salt air where there was no ocean breeze to bring it to her lips. She felt the wind on her face as he sailed in some unknown harbor, where his eyes were seeing great monuments to lust and love and ancient patriarchs. Edifices trimmed in gold, painted with a delicate hand, they were astounding colors that she witnessed with her heart not her eyes, because it was through Lucien’s eyes she saw them.


  She would have gone with him, but she was uninvited on his trek, for reasons she could only hope he’d explain. Because the connection between them was so strong, she wasn’t anxious about when he’d return. She did ache deep for his passionate arms to hold her again. Part of her wished she’d declared her love for him before he left. But stubbornness or perhaps wisdom reigned. She believed that this separation was necessary to their future.


  Hearing his voice on the answering machine, she jumped at the chance to go to him. Jotting down the address, she didn’t bother dressing for him, they would be naked the moment she was on the other side of his door. She trusted that intuition. Driving straight to his new apartment as if there was a homing beacon bringing her there, she raced from the car to the converted warehouse, taking the stairs quickly, since there was no elevator. Somehow she still imagined his surroundings cloaked in heavy drapes, Lucien dining at lace covered tables and playing some sorrowful operatic aria.


  “What took you so long?” he scolded her, when he opened the door.


  “I just got your message, fifteen minutes ago,” she defended herself. “You couldn’t have left it that long ago.”


  “Long enough to be anxious that you’d not come,” he said, brushing his hand against her cheek.


  “You were anxious?” she protested. “It was you that was gone six weeks!”


  “I wanted you now, not fifteen minutes ago.”


  All these declarations of love, and he hadn’t yet kissed her. Instead, he turned away from her as she entered the modern loft and smelled the scent of leather from his new couch mixing with the aroma of something he was cooking in the kitchen. “I have something for you,” he said.


  It looked as if he hadn’t even unpacked his bags he was that soon home. And rummaging through one, he pulled a wisp of silk from one satchel and brought it to her. She recognized its aroma, one of the foreign countries she recalled from her psychic travels with him. “Put it on, there behind that screen.” He pointed to a Japanese bamboo divider that hid one corner of the room from view.


  “As if I haven’t undressed for you before.”


  “I want to see you first with this covering your body.”


  “But it won’t cover anything,” she said, taking the flimsy garment from him.


  “Of course, that’s the point. Go put it on.”


  He was his delightful self again. The cobwebs were out of his brain, at least they seemed to be. He wasn’t another man, just a better aspect of himself. Following his designs, Dana moved to the screened corner and began to undress. Naked, the silk gown went over her head, falling so that it covered her from shoulders to ankles – if it could be called covering her. The blue of it was azure, turning the skin underneath that same sultry hue. Gold threads made it sparkle, but there was no doubt that every feature of her body showed from beneath. Her nipples were quite obvious the way they made indentations in the fabric. But also her full breasts, her belly button and the sexual triangle below were all apparent without much inspection. This was better than naked. Lucien knew exactly what he was doing.


  Walking out from behind the screen, Dana saw he was standing at the bar mixing drinks.


  “That’s more the way you should be,” he said, inspecting her thoroughly.


  “You’re making lots of assumptions aren’t you?” she said.


  “And are they wrong assumptions?” he asked. “Don’t you love me? Weren’t you pining to have me home? Wasn’t the thought of the two of us in bed the only thing you’ve thought about for six weeks?” He snickered. “I know you, Dana. You want another chapter in the book. You want a little bit of madness in your life. And you still want me.”


  Dana smiled and shook her head. “Of course you’re right. You must have been inside my brain as much as I was inside yours. I knew the day I left Ariel’s house that I loved you forever, even if you did scare me. I just couldn’t say it then.”


  “And that was good for me,” he replied. “It gave my travels a restless edge, gave us both the time to see the truth behind our madness.” In the space of seconds, Lucien had bridged the small distance between them, his arms going about her like a hawk swooping up its prey. A gentle hawk, his lips kissed in their familiar ways. But it was another chapter being written in this loft, something different that it had ever been in Ariel’s house.


  Dana was his, feeling his body absorbing into hers, their hands melting any frozen rivers remaining inside. His erection was swift, but the love-making took hours, as they moved from one climax to another, to a feast of body parts and moments where they were on the brink of the edge for what seemed like forever. They used his bed, his kitchen table, and the floor, rolling about a thick shaggy rug until they hit the cool hardwood. Dana liked the bed best, and told him so, leading him by the hand to the cushion of downy blankets where it seemed that they might get lost. There were two days of making love. Long drawn out moments, and those times when they instantaneously exploded in a brisk frenzy of copulation. The air around them smelled of sex. Their body sweat a pure perfume.


  He said, “I love you,” often, and she said it back.


  They bathed together in the wide stall shower of the bathroom, and sunbathed nude together on his private patio. Everything seemed to lead to making love. It was a honeymoon before the wedding, and the wedding would wait. It was not a time to clutter their lives with anymore baggage and extraneous stuff.


  When the third day dawned, it was raining, an August storm thundering through the skies. In the early morning, Dana stared at the warm liquid beating against the street below the loft. Lucien was sleeping without a hint of madness, or a trace of Ariel anywhere in his winsome smiles and often sad eyes. She looked at him, knowing it would come again, the ghost of Ariel. In another form, certainly, and she doubted that the ghost would ever be as real as it was in her house. Still, she would be there. The past was too much a part of Lucien to die forever, though now it had taken up residence in a narrow corner of his life. Ariel’s name was not taboo, her memory not something to run from, but it felt like something they would handle when the time came.


  What Dana knew was that Lucien had ultimate faith in her. And the sex they shared seemed to heal them both a little more each time their climaxing cries shook his loft. There were a thousand hushed and sacred moments yet to share, a thousand unknown things to learn, a thousand bits of imagination yet to conquer. This was just a place to start, again.


  “I have to go to work today,” Dana said, as Lucien pulled himself from bed, while Dana eyed his manly jewels rocking gently against his loins as he walked to her.


  “Work? More photography?” he asked.


  “Yes. I have a job.”


  “And I have one too,” he said brightly. “A commission.”


  “A commission?”


  “A statue for Ariel’s gallery room.”


  “Of her?”


  “Hell no,” he snickered. His arms went around. “I was thinking of doing you again.”


  “You mean that?”


  “Absolutely, the world might consider it Ariel, but in my mind it will be you.”


  “And you’ll be obsessed again, that worries me,” she joked.


  “Hush,” he answered her sternly with a finger to her lips. He followed with a kiss. “You are my healthy obsession and I am yours. We healed each other, don’t you understand that yet?”


  “Yes, I understand now,” she answered.


  “We’ll be normal, Dana, live like normal people. You’ll go to work, I’ll go to mine, and we’ll meet in the middle, and eat and drink and make love like young lovers. We’ll travel as I just did. I have so many things to show you. And best of all, my dear Dana, we’ll keep the cobwebs, and the ghosts safely tucked away.”


  Dana smiled and leaned her head back to greet his lips. Then, unleashing her passions through her hands, she caressed his rear, his potent thighs and the dangling manhood that was once again arising to another challenge.


  “Perhaps,” she murmured to him softly, “we’ll go back to work tomorrow.” And with a sensuous smile and a look of lust to match her lover’s, she led Lucien back to bed.
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